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This issue of the District Management Journal 
highlights a spectrum of innovations that fo-
cus on improving student achievement while  
carefully considering resource allocation. Our 
Spotlight details the shifting focus from teacher 
quality to teacher effectiveness, which encompasses  
the instructional core of a district’s operations. 
This is complemented by our interview with 
Doug Lemov, author of the best-selling book 
Teach Like a Champion, which devotes signifi-
cant commentary and insight on continuous 
improvement and timely feedback to improve 
teacher practice. Teacher effectiveness is a vast 
topic, and DMC’s recent Leadership Develop-
ment Meeting in Boston addressed the systemic 
nature of the work, beginning with the insights 
coming from new approaches to designing 
and implementing teacher evaluation systems. 
This issue’s Toolkit is designed to help readers  
structure their thinking around key design and 
process considerations for new teacher evalua-
tion systems.

Complementing the core issue of teacher  
effectiveness are feature articles by Alan Ingram, 
superintendent of Springfield Public Schools 
(MA), and James Merrill, superintendent of 
Virginia Beach City Public Schools (VA), and 
case studies on Simsbury Public Schools (CT) 

and Fairfax County Public Schools (VA), each 
telling a different story of successful district  
leadership and management. From Alan Ingram, 
we learn about comprehensive realignment of  
a district, its strategy, and the culture necessary  
to enable change. Jim Merrill shares insights 
on a large-scale transformation to refocus the 
district on community priorities and 21st-
century learning objectives. DMC’s case study 
on Simsbury illuminates core issues in change 
management while telling a compelling story of 
simultaneous academic and financial improve-
ment. Finally, our case study on Fairfax is a 
timely follow-up to Superintendent Jack Dale’s 
feature article in Volume 3 of The District Man-
agement Journal, and focuses on well-structured 
stakeholder engagement processes in managing 
a second year of significant budget reductions.

As the country tries to see its way through an 
unconvincing economic recovery, strong school 
district leaders are not waiting. The features and 
cases profiled in this issue highlight how many 
members of The District Management Council  
are using innovation to steer their school  
districts and their communities through these 
difficult times and effect positive change.

—John J-H Kim

ECONOMIC DIFFICULTIES are posing tremendous challenges for 
school districts around the country, yet the current environment for 
school reform is stimulating. We are witnessing the convergence 
of federal, state and local policy priorities, fueled in part by  
competitive grant-making like the Race to the Top initiative.  
Alignment of educational policy to drive student achievement  
results has arguably never been greater than it is today. In  
response to both the policy and fiscal environments, districts are 
demonstrating innovative approaches for not only doing more 
with less but also working differently. DMC members in particular 

are using creative processes to allow continued investment in growing student achievement 
and improving operational efficiency while responding to fiscal pressures. We are pleased to 
profile some of those efforts here.

John J-H Kim, Editor
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DOUG LEMOV’S TEACH LIKE A CHAMPION has been widely acclaimed for its practical tips 

and tools that focus on enhancing teacher effectiveness. Gleaned from years of observing 

outstanding teachers in some of the highest-performing urban districts in the country, Lemov 

provides a how-to manual for the classroom with practical tools that are noticeably absent 

from the majority of professional development strategies and education school curriculums. 

Lemov is currently a managing director at Uncommon Schools. He is the founder of School 

Performance, and he is a founder and former principal of the Academy of the Pacific Rim 

Charter School in Boston. Lemov has also served as the vice president for accountability at  

the State University of New York Charter Schools Institute, where he designed and imple-

mented a rigorous school accountability system. He holds a B.A. from Hamilton College,  

an M.A. from Indiana University, and an M.B.A. from the Harvard Business School.

In this edited interview, Nicholas P. Morgan, DMC’s managing director, talks with Lemov  

about Teach Like a Champion, and about recruiting, teacher training and coaching, enhancing 

teacher effectiveness, and creating a culture that promotes constant improvement and 

focuses on increasing student achievement.

How to Teach Like a Champion: 
An	Interview	with	Doug	Lemov

There have been many books on great  
teaching, but Teach Like A Champion has 
distinguished itself. What makes your book 
different? What inspired you to write this?

I think one of the things that makes the book 
different is that I started with teachers and not 
with theory. I’m a really concrete person; my wife 
would say I’m too concrete. As a teacher, I remember 
going to training designed to make me better. 
People would tell me inspirational things that 
would put me back in touch with why I became a 
teacher, but when I returned to school the follow-
ing day, I found that the training wasn’t effective  
in helping me solve the real problems I faced in  
the classroom. 

It’s a chronic refrain I hear from teachers: “The 
training didn’t teach me how to handle the things 

that get in the way of my increasing student 
achievement.” So we tried to start identifying what 
works and what doesn’t. I’ve always been skeptical 
of some of the theories I hear people talk about, so 
I kept asking myself how we could identify what is 
right and what is wrong. I did what I learned to do 
when you are confronted with a problem as an 
MBA, which is you start with the data. I went out 
and tried to find the best teachers, the people who 
were actually doing it. I watched what they 
actually did and learned from what they did. I 
focused on what these teachers were doing as 
opposed to what theory says they should be doing, 
and even what the teachers themselves said they 
were doing. Some of the best teachers were not 
able to describe to me what they were doing. But, 
they did amazing things. 

Tim
othy Raab
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I just love teachers. They are incredible, entre-
preneurial problem-solvers, and I wanted to honor 
what they do to solve problems by learning from it. 
That said, the only thing that I know for sure about 
this book, and the only thing that anyone knows 
for sure about any book that they write, is that it’s 
wrong. Some part of it is wrong. I don’t know 
which parts yet, and whether they’re big parts or 
little parts, but clearly, some parts of it are wrong 
for some teachers, in some settings, at some times. 
So, one of the things that I tried to stress in the 
book is the discretionary application of these  
tools. An effective tool at the wrong time is not 
the right tool. 

You’ve talked a lot about the implementa-
tion gap. Can you describe that a bit for  
our readers?

What I mean by the implementation gap is the big 
gap between ‘I get it’ and ‘I can do it.’ The first 
time we tried training with video, we showed it to 
teachers and they said, “I get it! So inspirational! 
Yes, I see! Now I know what I’m going to do!” 
They left the workshop full of optimism, but when 
we checked back in with them later, they said, “I’m 
not able to do it yet. It’s harder than I thought.” 

Closing that gap is all about practice. So, let me 
tell you a quick story. I was really honored that the 
principal of my kids’ school read the book and said, 
“I want to talk about possibly trying to use this in 
our school.” She asked me how we use it. I told her 
our teachers at Uncommon Schools report three 
weeks before school starts, and we have lots of 
practice sessions. During the school year, we dismiss 
our students at one o’clock on Fridays, and we have 
two hours of practice for all teachers. She said, “My 
teachers report one day before the kids come back.” 

In most schools there’s no time to practice. That 
tells you that we assume that practice isn’t really 
relevant to the job of teaching. And even beyond 
that, team practice—making the refining of 
technique a team sport like you would if you were a 
musician or an athlete—is the key. Unfortunately, 
if you ask most schools how often their teachers 
practice the things they do before they go into the 
game, the answer is zero. 

The video clips are terrific. The focus on 
execution makes this so powerful. 

I think the videos speak louder than my words  
do. The videos show that it can be done. That 
eliminates a lot of potential excuses that can arise. 
For example, if I stood up in front of a room of 
teachers and said, “Here’s what you should do:  
you should call on a kid, and when he can’t answer 
it, you should go to another kid, and then come 
back to the first kid and say, ‘now you tell me.’”  
A lot of teachers would say that the kid would be 
chastened by that, and it would be a negative 
experience for him. But, when I show you a video 
of a teacher doing that, you see that the kid is 
proud and sings out the answer. It dispels a lot of 
the barriers to implementation. And, I think it has 
shown me that video is a critical piece of teacher 
training going forward because it carries so much 
information, and because people learn primarily  
by modeling. 

I also like the videos because I think it is 
important to shine a light on great teachers. 
Organizationally, if I’m a district and I want to 
make my best people feel important and want to 
hold on to them, I want to show how great they are 
and have them know that I do everything I can to 
honor their work. I don’t think that teaching as a 
profession has a problem attracting people. I think 
it has a problem keeping people, and specifically, 
keeping its best people. As we know, urban districts 
have a big problem keeping their best people. 

Absolutely, retention is a big issue. We 
would like to get your thoughts on the 
gamut of issues that go into enhancing 
teacher effectiveness, from recruitment and 
professional development to retention. But 
first, let’s take a step back and talk about 
your approach to recruitment, which I think 
our readers would find very interesting.

In the process of writing the book, I realized that 
the fundamental premise is that teaching is about 
technique, and that you develop teachers by 
practicing. That seems like a really simple idea,  
but it actually pervades every aspect of what we do. 
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When I started doing this work, many schools  
that I worked with hired people based on inter-
views. At Uncommon Schools, we quickly realized 
that we needed to hire people based on watching 
them teach a sample lesson. The people who could 
talk about education were not necessarily the 
people who could do it in the classroom. But then, 
we actually took it a step further. We realized that 
what was most important was to hire teachers who 
were going to be on the learning curve. So, after 
the sample lesson, we did a debrief where we gave 
them positive feedback and constructive feedback, 
no matter how good or how weak they were.  
We realized that the way they responded to that 
feedback was critical. Were they people who  
were hungry to learn? 

We took this process even a step further and 
invited these teachers to come back and reteach 
the sample lesson, incorporating the feedback that 
we had given them. And, let me tell you, if I have 
a young person who is hungry to learn and takes 
feedback non-defensively and then puts it into 
practice in the next lesson, I’ll take that person.  
I may even take that person over a teacher who 
starts out more proficient. What we are really  
after is a culture of restless, relentless self-better-
ment. We want our teachers to want to get better 
all the time. 

Providing feedback on a regular basis and 
practicing the craft of teaching is central to 
your professional development for teachers 
and to your getting the results you do. 
Clearly, the hiring process you described 
helps create a group positively disposed to 
this process, but how else do you embed 
this in the culture? 

It’s important to frame the concept correctly. It’s 
critical that teachers understand that I give you 
feedback not because I don’t respect you, but 
because I think you’re worth the time. In fact, the 
better you are, the more likely I am to give you 
constructive feedback. 

People think buy-in is a prerequisite. But, my 
colleague Paul Bambrick always says, “Buy-in is a 
result, not a precondition, for an operating system.” 

When your operating system makes people better, 
solves their problems, and makes them more 
successful, then they will believe in it, even if they 
don’t believe in it at first. So, don’t wait for them 
to say, “Yes, I want you to come to my classroom.” 
Go to their classroom, help them get better, be 
constructive, and then they’ll love it. 

One of the most interesting negative comments 
about the book was a post in response to the article 
about the book in The New York Times. The comment 
read, “I’ve been a teacher supervisor in a district  
for 20 years, and in the picture, Doug Lemov is 
standing in the back of a teacher’s classroom taking 

notes, and every teacher supervisor knows … what 
an aggressive, threatening thing that is to do, and 
every teacher in the country would be offended  
by that.” That was ironic to me, because in the 
picture to which he was referring, I am standing  
in Katie Bellucci’s classroom. She is so successful, 
and we have such a trusting relationship; she wants 
me and Paul Powell, the principal of Troy Prep, at 
the back of her classroom. It makes her happy 
because she knows that we’re there to help her,  
to help her improve, and to help answer her 
questions. Because Katie wants to be great. It’s 
overwhelmingly sad that an administrator would 
assume that there’s a relationship of mistrust. 

“In the process of writing the book, 
I realized that the fundamental premise 
is that teaching is about technique, 
and that you develop teachers by 
practicing. That seems like a really 
simple idea, but it actually pervades 
every aspect of what we do.”
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It sounds like you’ve taken what is often an 
antagonistic relationship and turned it into 
a very positive one, so that it is a very 
different dynamic overall.

People are sometimes afraid of data, but the truth  
is that data sets you free. Katie knows that she has 
got to deliver results on the math test, and her kids 
have to be great math students—the data has to 
show that. That objectivity is actually a gift to 
teachers. And my job is to help Katie get there as 
opposed to saying, “We have met. I approve of the 
work you have done, Katie.” Katie wouldn’t know 
what to make of that comment. 

We have an open-door policy in our classrooms. 
Our teachers and our students don’t even look up 
when someone walks into the back of a classroom 
because it’s so normal. The idea of making an 
appointment for six weeks from now to visit a 
classroom seems absurd. It not only gives you a 
skewed sense of what people are actually doing in 
the classroom, but, more importantly, it doesn’t 
help teachers get better. At Uncommon, and at 
most of the top performing systems I know, we’ve 
fundamentally turned that dynamic on its head.  
If your principal isn’t someone you trust to help 
you, something is wrong with the organization.

So, how does this feedback process  
actually work?

Our rule of thumb is to observe every teacher for 
about ten minutes every two weeks. I think most 
people can process two pieces of good news and 
two pieces of bad news. When we have multiple 
administrators observing, we coordinate what we 
think the teacher’s most important issues are—
positive and negative—so we’re not giving them 
37 different pieces of feedback. We want to be 
really consistent and communicate, “These are the 
two things that you need to be working on.” We 
try and come back and give them feedback about 
the thing we talked about previously: “This is going 
well. You’re doing much better. This is still kind of 
an issue. Let’s keep working on it. Try this.” 

Many districts struggle with how to crack 
the existing culture of not giving feedback. 

Basically, everyone is used to getting 
graded a certain way. So, when we start 
giving more constructive feedback, that is a 
shock to the system. Any recommendations?

I know this is a challenge, but I would say, start 
with an opt-in model. If I wanted to do this 
training in a district where there was a history of 
ineffective training or resistance between teachers 
and administration or other barriers, I would just 
start with an opt-in approach—if you want this, 
come. The principal of my children’s school said, 
“My most successful teachers are probably going to 
be the ones who want it first.” The best teachers 
are the ones who are constantly thinking about 
improving. And then she added, “They’re going to 
start talking about it—‘Wow, this is really working 
well for me’—and then the other teachers are 
going to start saying, ‘How come I can’t get that?’” 

There’s going to be some buzz, and then people 
will ask to be involved, and you can say, “Great, 
you can be involved.” You don’t want to ram it 
down the throats of people who don’t want it.  
The trick, as my kids’ principal rightly observed,  
is to make people want it. 

The feedback and coaching are great as a 
form of professional development. But,  
how do you define teacher effectiveness? 
How do you measure it?

The measure of great teaching is student achieve-
ment. Much of that, but not all of that, can be 
measured by assessments. I’m pretty unapologetic 
about assessments. At Uncommon Schools, we 
tell our teachers they need to go above and 
beyond the assessments. We’re college prep, not 
test prep, and that’s a big difference. But, there 
are no kids who are prepared for college who  
can’t pass those tests; they are necessary but not 
sufficient. So, we’re going to nail them, and after 
we nail them, we’re going to talk about what’s 
next. But, as we all know, there are thousands and 
thousands of kids who can’t come anywhere near 
passing those tests. So, I believe that you have to 
start with measurable results and then, hopefully, 
our measures will get stronger and stronger  
and stronger. 
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Fundamentally, I think a great teacher is 
data-driven. They don’t ask themselves, “Did I 
teach it?”; they ask themselves, “Did the students 
learn it?” At the end of the book, I talk about Ben 
Marcovitz and his teachers at Sci Academy in New 
Orleans, which is roundly praised as one of the best 
public schools in the country. He tells his teachers, 
“You’re not accountable for using the techniques  
in Teach Like A Champion. Teach Like A Champion 
is a tool to get you results. And if you’re getting 
results without it, fine. And if you’re using it, but 
you’re not getting results, we still have a problem.” 
My biggest anxiety about the book is that it’s very 
easy for an idea about how to do something to 
replace the goal. The goal has got to be student 
achievement. I feel that very strongly. 

In summary, to me, a great teacher takes kids 
through a three-stage process of ‘behave, believe, 
achieve.’ First, the bottoms have to be in seats.  
It doesn’t matter what kinds of questions you’re 
asking if the kids own the classroom. The classroom 
is not a democracy; it’s a very enlightened dictator-
ship, but a lot of teachers aren’t comfortable with 
that. Once the kids behave, it’s about getting them 
to change their relationship to school and to 
‘believe’ in what they’re doing. The next stage is 

getting them to ‘achieve,’ which means challenging 
students with rigorous academics that push them  
to go as far as they can go. I think of managing this 
process, and it’s not easy. As principals, you walk 
through the building, and you can evaluate the first 
two of those very easily, on sight: “That is a 
classroom where the kids’ bottoms are in seats and 
where I see teaching going on, and therefore, I’m 
happy with that teacher.” But, the ‘achieve’ part of 
the equation is harder to assess. It’s really easy to get 
a false positive and miss that if you’re not attentive 
to each of those three stages in the progression. 

Data-driven assessments always make people 
fear the end-of-year, high-stakes data.

We got our data late this year. But, I would say that 
in most cases, we know which teachers are weak 
and which teachers are strong because we have 
other forms of data. While data and results are 
important, teamwork and being committed to the 
learning curve are critical. If a teacher struggles  
in their first year performance-wise, but fits our 
culture and is working hard to improve, I am 
inclined to keep working with that teacher.  
For example, managing an orderly classroom is 

DMC’s Nick Morgan (left) and Doug Lemov (right).
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important to our culture. When you’ve got one 
disorderly classroom, it’s a tax on every other 
classroom because kids learn that they can get 
away with things that then affect other classrooms. 
So, as long as they’re not eroding the school 
culture for other teachers, I often say,“Let’s see how 
your data goes. I’m concerned about some things, 
but I expect to see a big second-year bounce.”  

But, if they’re not learning, and not receptive  
to feedback, and they are not in line with our 
culture, I’m probably going to cut bait at the  
end of the year, possibly even before I’ve seen  
their data. 

If you have to make a tough decision at  
the end of the year not to renew someone’s 
contract, it sounds like it shouldn’t be a 
shock to them. You’ve had a series of 
conversations that have led to that point.

Absolutely. I think that’s critical. I think you  
want to ask yourself, “Have we as an organization 
done everything we can to give this person a 
chance to succeed?” And then, it comes down  
to the kids. I don’t want to be reckless in talking 
about people’s careers, but the purpose of the 
organization is children’s education, not the 
employment of adults. I appreciate the hard work 
the teacher did, but if we didn’t get there, I need  
to put someone else in the game and give them  
a chance to take the ball forward for the sake of  
the students. 

And what about the upper end of the  
performance curve?

In too many organizations, the reward for being 
good is you get ignored, and the organization no 
longer invests in you. Organizations end up losing 
their best people for this reason. At Uncommon, 
we talk about this with our principals all the time. 
You pour all of your resources—supervision, 
development—into your weakest teachers, and at 
the end of the year, they’re the people who are 
most likely to leave. It’s more productive to be 
investing in the second quartile or top quartile. 
I hope that this book gives people a roadmap of 
things they can talk about with their good and 
great teachers to not only make them better, but  
to make them love the job and love the process of 
constantly getting better.

A lot of your book focused on what I’d  
call the mechanics of teaching, which  
are inherently scalable and replicable. 
That’s very compelling.

The interesting thing is that the training, in fact, 
gets better as there are more people in the room. 
The training is okay with three people in the room, 
but with 15 teachers in the room, master teachers 
as well as struggling teachers, it’s great because 
then you hear master teachers watching your  
video and talking about your lesson plan and 
saying, “Here’s how I would adapt that. Here’s 
when I’d use that. Here’s when I wouldn’t.” In 
some ways, there are economies of scale in that  
you hear multiple versions of adaptation, which 
normalizes the notion of trying it a different way. 
And, you hear other people saying, “I do it, and I 
win.” It not only eliminates the potential excuses, 
but opens the door to a range of possibilities. It’s 
also great for teachers to talk about the problems 
that plague their day and try to solve them with 
their peers. It transforms it from a lonely job—a 
job where you’re running your own store in the 
shopping mall and no one ever sees you—to a  
team sport, which people like. It makes them 
happier in the work.

“What we are really after is a 
culture of restless, relentless self- 
betterment. We want our teachers  
to want to get better all the time.”
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I want to shift gears a bit. Many of our 
readers are focused on how to run a system 
better. They are thinking about what kind  
of system-wide practices can be put in  
place and what kind of support is needed. 
What kind of recommendations do you  
have based on your interaction with  
districts as to where the big opportunities 
are for improvement?

This is obvious to all of us, but when you look at 
the budget of a school system, it’s 80% people. You 
could get 50% better at some other item in your 
budget, but it won’t have much of an impact. It’s 
really all about cultivating people. So, the first 
thing that I want to do is I want to build a culture. 
And I think that has to mean getting people 
together. One thing I think about all the time, and 
it’s going to sound like an obscure analogy, is the 
success of microfinance, which has revolutionized 
capital in the third world and in poor economies. 
People routinely repay their loans at a rate far 
higher than any purely financial model would 
predict. The reason that microfinance is so 
powerful is people feel accountable to their  
peers; the fact is that ultimately people feel more 
accountable to their peers than to authority. So 
yes, people have to be accountable to authority, 
but I also want to put them in positions where 
they’re explicitly accountable to their peers. So,  
if I were a superintendent, I would want to get  
all my principals together and have them decide, 
“What are the three most important things we 
need to work on? What are we going to hold each 
other accountable for?” Then, whenever we get 
together, or whenever I talk to you or email you, 
we’re going to focus on how we are doing on  
these three things. I want to try to make it like  
a team sport. 

One of the smartest principals I know, North 
Star Academy’s Julie Jackson, had her teachers 
choose from a list of six techniques the three things 
they wanted to do first. She told them to list them 
out, hold each other accountable, and just focus on 
getting those three things down. I think you can 
extrapolate that idea to the district level. I want 
people to work together in a culture; I want them 

to have a shared vocabulary. I want them to use 
their shared vocabulary so that they use it in 
peer-to-peer interactions when I’m not there.  
And I want them to call their shots together and 
say, “Here’s what our shared purpose is.”

Something else really important in  
what you just said is the idea of taking  
long lists and breaking them down to  
short ones. Prioritization and getting  
things done is a big challenge when  
districts have such a long list of things  
they need to address.

Doing fewer things better is our approach. Also,  
I think there’s so much to learn about training 
people and about developing organizations from 
what we do on the front lines. I find that one of 
the most powerful tools is scope and sequence. For 
example, if I have twelve things I want to get done 
this year, it’s far better to break that down and say, 
for example, “For the first six weeks, these are our 
two issues, and we’re not going to move on to the 
next two issues until we feel like we’ve mastered 
the first two. We’re going to attack these two by 
two together, and we’re going to hold each other 
accountable, and we’re going to come back and 
talk about it.”

I think that adults develop a lot like kids do.  
Just as we teach kids a concept and then come 
back to the same topic later to reinforce it, we 
can’t just do a drive-by training or a drive-by 
meeting where you talk about an issue and then 
expect follow-through. You have to come back to  
it over and over and over again. You ask people  
to report back, and you say in a way that’s non-
judgmental that lets them struggle forward, “How’s 
it going? What are the issues you’re facing, and 
what are the challenges? How can we talk through 
the challenges you’re facing?” 

I really believe in Jim Collins’ adage that you punish 
sins, but you forgive mistakes. You want people to be 
comfortable sharing their mistakes so that they and 
their peers can learn from them, and we can make 
everybody better. That’s kind of how I’ve been 
imagining building a district infrastructure. 
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I love the notion of a CompStat meeting. I come 
in. I share the data. We identify what we think the 
solutions are together. The people on the front 
lines are more likely to know the solutions than 
the people who are a step removed from the front 
line. We buy into our strategy together. We come 
back, repeatedly look at the data and how we’re 
doing, talk about our struggles and our successes 
equally, hold each other mutually accountable for 
it—it’s a shared goal—and follow that cycle down 
until we’ve won, and then we do it again, and then 
we practice. Then, what we’re really practicing is 
solving problems as a team.

I’d be remiss without asking one last  
question, which is on the union issue.  
With regard to collective bargaining  
agreements, are there any key things that 
should be non-negotiables for a district in 
terms of teacher effectiveness? Or, what 
kind of things would you really want to  
see in an ideal world? 

I don’t want a good teacher to have to spend  
their life indistinguishable from their least  
competent peer.

I think the issues that would concern me most 
are those that interfere with information flow. I  
feel like opening the information flow so you can 

earn the trust of people by giving them useful 
feedback and making them better is really critical. 

Even if your hands are tied from a bargaining 
agreement, one of the most powerful tools you have 
is the power of creating a positive culture. So, I’m 
thinking about what happened in Los Angeles 
with the publication of the value-added scores. If 
that’s me and I have that data, I’m not going to 
publish everyone’s value-added, but I want to say, 
“Here’s the top 10%.” Stress the positive and say, 
“Here are the 10% of teachers in the district who 
have done incredible work this year.” I think every-
one wants to be honored and respected in the 
building by their peers, and everyone wants to be 
on that list. I think that’s going to make a bigger 
difference than calling out the bottom 10%.

Right. That recognition that you’re  
talking about for your top performers  
is a powerful motivator.

I would love to be able to pay people differently, 
but I think we often miss the opportunity to  
reward people with non-financial compensation. 
There probably are collective bargaining structures 
that prevent you from giving people positive 
non-financial compensation, but it seems like an 
easy case to make to the union to say, “I want to  
be able to honor our best teachers and put video  
up and let the newspapers know so everyone in  
the city can see what great teachers they are.” 
Then, I’ve created that positive capital for teachers 
and instructors. 

Thank you, Doug, and congratulations.  
The concrete techniques and the scalability 
of the training is exciting.

“I want people to work together in a 
culture; I want them to have a shared  
vocabulary. I want them to use their 
shared vocabulary so that they use it  
in peer-to-peer interactions when I’m  
not there. And I want them to call their 
shots together and say, ‘Here’s what our 
shared purpose is.’”

nicholas p. morgan	is	managing	
director	at	the	district		
management	council.		
he	can	be	reached	at		
nmorgan@dmcouncil.org.



 

 

 





 

In partnership with schools and districts, BELL seeks to 
transform the academic achievements, self-confidence, and 
life opportunities of children in under-resourced, urban 
communities. Partners provide public funding, teachers, and 
school facilities, while BELL generates philanthropic support 
and delivers its program models.  Results include: 

 Greater Outcomes for Scholars: BELL scholars gain at 
least 3 months’ grade-equivalent literacy and math skills 
in BELL’s scientifically-proven summer program, when 
most students lose 3 months’ skills to summer learning 
loss.  Scholars outpace national norms in acquiring new 
academic and social skills after school. 

 Turn Around Low-Performing Schools: BELL delivers 
educational opportunities to the students and schools 
that need them most and aligns its work to district 
reform strategies. 

 Create Jobs & Professional Development: We hire 
outstanding educators to lead academic instruction, 
college students to serve as mentors, and delivers 
award-winning training and professional development. 

 Increased Program Dosage & Quality: By leveraging 
public funding with private contributions, BELL delivers 
more hours of higher-quality programming. 

 Capacity to Execute: BELL manages all elements of 
program planning and service delivery. 

 Sustainability: Programs can be sustained through a 
combination of Title I, and summer school funding, as 
well as philanthropic contributions. 

 Evaluation & Accountability: BELL rigorously 
measures scholar outcomes and shares data with 
parents, schools, and districts.  

Partner With Us:  Please contact Carole Prest, Chief Strategy 
Officer, to learn more about partnership opportunities. 

cprest@experiencebell.org  
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About BELL 

Founded in 1992, BELL is a national nonprofit 
that delivers educational summer and after 
school programs for 10,000 children in grades 
K-8.  BELL has partnered with districts and 
schools in Augusta, Baltimore, Boston, 
Charlotte, Detroit, Flint, New York City, and 
Springfield to increase student engagement 
and performance.  

The organization’s program models pair 
academic intervention in literacy and math 
with hands-on enrichment activities, 
mentoring, family engagement, and 
community service.  The BELL Summer model 
is one of few with strong evidence of 
effectiveness, and the only one proven in 
multiple cities and states. 
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s Winston Churchill famously said, 
“The price of greatness is responsi-

bility.” I know that the Springfield 
Public Schools (SPS) can be as 

great as we want them to be if 
we all take responsibility for 

achieving that greatness. 
With that responsibility 
in mind, the pockets  

of success we enjoy in Springfield are simply not  
sufficient. We need to take responsibility to allow 
all children to reach their full potential, supported 
by a climate and culture that can enable success. 
This sense of purpose has helped us direct Springfield 
toward a future that incorporates honest self-reflection 
and informed, continuous improvement.

In July 2008, I was honored to be appointed 
superintendent of Springfield Public Schools, a 
school district with a rich tradition of being a 
driving force for good in the community. However, 
through a series of forums—key informational 
interviews with the School Committee, collective 
bargaining groups, teachers, parents, and other 
members of the community, it became clear that 
Springfield Public Schools needed a mandate for 
change. The beginning of my tenure presented  
an excellent opportunity to move forward in a  
new direction.  

It was essential that we make the district a better 
education system; to do this we would have to 
focus on sharply improving academic achievement 
across the district, making schools safer, building a 
strong coalition of community support for public 
schools, and creating a culture of high expectations 
throughout the district. The plain truth is that 
Springfield Public Schools have too many students 
dropping out before they graduate, too few students 

A
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attending class every day, and too few students 
achieving at high levels in the classroom.  

In these two and a half years, we have made 
progress toward our vision to create a culture of 
educational excellence. To claim victory at this 
point would be foolish, as much more needs to 
be done. However, there is no question that the 
public schools of Springfield are in a much stronger 
position today than they were in the summer of 
2008. This is thanks to many people in Spring-
field—the work of the School Committee, our 
teachers and administrators, the willingness of the 
public, and the dedicated employees of SPS who 
have embraced the change-focused initiatives that 
are so desperately needed here. 

Getting Ready for Change

The organizational process that I began in  
Springfield has been very structured and draws 
upon some popular organizational frameworks; 
however, it has been the underlying themes and 
values of the tools we used that have been the 
most valuable aspects of our change management 
process. The various measures and concepts in the 
tools we used can be a part of any district’s trans-
formation process. I often reflect on a comment 
from Joellen Killion and Cindy Harrison, both 
past presidents of the National Staff Development 
Council. Their words explain the way we think 
about transforming our district: “Organizational  
development requires a planned approach to 
change based on meeting the needs of both the 
people and the organization.” From the outset  
of my tenure, beginning with my entry plan, I  
have continually tried to focus my attention on 
Springfield’s needs.  

My original entry plan provided a framework  
and structure that guided my transition into the  
superintendency. An important first step that I 
took was learning more about the district from the 
community. This included establishing listening 
posts, clarifying the needs of the school district, 
identifying improvement opportunities, and  
targeting any threat that might adversely affect  
the learning community. By gathering critical  
information quickly about the needs of the children, 
teachers, the school system, and the community,  
I was able to assess the district’s strengths,  

challenges, and opportunities for improvement.  
This allowed me to develop a strategic focus for  
our initial direction. My plan included five high-
priority reforms: 

1. Aligned	Learning	Communities: We chose to 
divide the district into three regional zones. This 
was done to help teachers and administrators 
better focus on the needs of students and staff  
in each area of the district, and increase staff  
capacity to offer tailored support services.

2. Instructional	Leadership	Specialists	(ILS):	We 
created “lead teacher” positions. Lead teachers 
provide specific support for teachers in the core 
content areas at our lowest performing schools.

3. Organizational	Health	Improvement	Process	
(OHI): We engaged the Organizational Health 
Diagnostic and Development Corporation to  
assess and help cultivate the overall well-being 
of the district.

4. High	Performance	Model:	We implemented 
this strategic planning process to support  
district-wide strategic planning activities and 
continuous quality improvement.

5. Harris	Poll	Interactive	School	Survey: We 
administer this survey biannually to gather infor-
mation about experiences and satisfaction levels 
of a variety of stakeholders in the district.  
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We believe that the Springfield Public Schools must 
be driven by our mandate for change and our vision 
of educational achievement, and we have derived our 
initiatives based on key concepts and best practices in 
organizational improvement. I will elaborate on the 
high performance model and the organizational health 
frameworks because of the way they have helped us 
begin the change process in our district.

The High Performance Model that we instituted 
has been an important part of our organizational 
growth. This model is based on the nationally  
recognized Malcolm Baldrige Performance Excel-
lence Criteria, and is designed for educational 
institutions. It requires that our core focal points 
—leadership, values, customer service, systemic 
processes—serve to promote performance excel-
lence and continuous improvement.  

Further, a critical tool within the High Perfor-
mance Model is the Aligned Management System 
(AMS) (Figure 1). AMS is a framework that places  
our focus on resource-conscious alignment within 
our district. The framework illustrates the logical 
relationship that exists among all the elements of  
a school system. AMS provides crucial, on-going 
monitoring and assessment of the district’s processes 

and capabilities. By using a tool that gives us 
such a clear vision of ourselves, Springfield Public 
Schools continues to build a knowledge base about 
its needs for the future. Additionally, this tool 
provides the structure and support for on-going 
decision-making processes that must occur to keep 
the district focused on its path to success.

All factors are necessary and interconnected. 
However, the foundation for the process of transforma-
tion must be an infrastructure that, where appropriate, 
empowers decision-making, creates cohesion, grants 
autonomy, and provides quality assurance. Building this 
architecture for transformation is a process called Orga-
nizational Health Improvement. To assist us with this, 
we engaged the Organizational Health Diagnostic and 
Development Corporation (Organizational Health). 

Focus on Organizational Health & Culture

The Organizational Health Improvement Process 
—another critical tool in our organizational  
development—has embedded in it several impor-
tant change management concepts. This process is 
a data-based approach for diagnosing and improving 
the effectiveness of leadership teams. The main 

objective is to increase  
student achievement by 
focusing on increasing leader-
ship capacity to improve 
student performance in both 
central office units and cam-
puses throughout the district. 
We adopted this particular 
approach because it includes a 
proven data-based system and 
processes for helping leaders  
accept responsibility for  
effectiveness. The Council  
of Chief State School Officers 
highlighted the Organiza-
tional Health diagnostic and 
development process in their 
Successful Practices Series in 
2004. We felt it was impor-
tant to use a tool that was both 
aligned with our mission and 
values, and had a successful 
record of practice. 
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Aligned Management System

FIGURE 1
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I placed the Organizational Health Improvement 
Process at the base of the Information Systems 
within our management system because it estab-
lished a solid foundation for our transformation  
by providing the following key supports:

• The	infrastructure	for	the	transformational	
process. This infrastructure included Leadership 
Belief Statements, which provided the param-
eters for some important decision-making  
activities. These decision-making activities 
included achieving quality decisions, making 
decisions at the most appropriate level, em-
powering individuals and teams appropriately, 
creating cohesive interdependent teams, granting 
autonomy appropriately, and providing quality 
assurance and control systems.  

• A	proven	data-based	system	and	multiple	
processes	for	helping	key	leaders	accept		
responsibility	and	accountability. The 
Organizational Health Improvement Process 
highlighted key leaders’ responsibilities for  
organizational health as well as for school  
and central office effectiveness. 

• A	conceptual	framework	for	identifying	where	
schools	and	central	office	units	were	on	a		
dependence	continuum. We were able to use 
our series of improvement tools to identify where 
different parts of the organization were on a 
spectrum, from dependence all the way to inter-
dependence. Through this type of model, teams 
can see and devise strategies to move individuals 
and teams from dependence to independence, and 
from independence to interdependence.   

The Organizational Health Process  
Step-by-Step

A significant part of the transformation process for 
Springfield has occurred as a result of our decision 
to follow the Organizational Health Improvement 
(OHI) framework, with the assistance of outside 
consultants. For us, it has been important to have  
a structured, step-by-step process. Discussing the 
particular steps of our organizational health diag-
nostic and improvement sheds some light on the 
important themes that underlie our plan of action.

First in the process was a district-wide orienta-

tion session for key leaders, including principals 
and central office staff. It was important that these 
leaders be directly engaged in the district strategy, 
so that they could understand our aims to improve, 
see how they would fit into the process, and have 
a chance to become more aware of the whole 
process itself. In step two, we collected organiza-
tional health data to analyze. Next, we developed 
a composite Organizational Health Profile for both 
campuses and central office units. The analysis 
allowed us to identify leadership and organiza-
tional strengths as well as improvement priorities 
for the district. While these steps were particular 
to the framework we chose, they are important 
components of any change-driven set of initiatives 
because of the focus on leader buy-in and the use of 
data as a key resource. 

For us, steps four and five were highly individualized  
data-based activities requiring the involvement of 
each leader, his/her supervisor, and an Organiza-
tional Health consultant. Step five involved col-
laboratively developing a plan for each particular 
leader. Once each individual plan was developed, 
each leader was tasked with sharing the data with 
faculty and/or the central office team to which they 
belonged. This led to the next step, team training 
sessions. These were focused on building the  
capacity of leaders and key members of their 
teams. The final step in our process was focused on 
incorporating the district’s strategic plan into each 
school’s goal-setting and planning process. We 
think that the model we used employed an impor-
tant natural progression, from communication to 
data collection to planning to team training, and 
finally, to broad implementation. 

The major benefit of the entire process has  
been the way it elicits open and honest feedback 
regarding the internal workings of schools and 
central office units. Briefly stated, OHI provides a 
reliable and valid measurement of ten dimensions 
of organizational health.

These ten dimensions yield a composite  
profile of organizational health, which is defined  
as “an organization’s ability to function effectively, 
to cope adequately, to change appropriately, and 
to grow within.” This health, like personal health, 
can vary from a minimal to a maximal degree. 
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Status Report: What Did the Data Reveal  
in December 2008? 

Through our data collection, it became clear that 
Adaptation was the dimension that needed the 
most attention for our district. The data revealed 
that Adaptation was a priority for our schools:

• Number one priority for 24 schools,

• Number two priority for 18 schools, and

• Number three priority for 7 schools.

Our analysis allowed us to see that 49 of the  
52 schools had adaptation as one of their top three 
improvement priorities. From previous experience, 
I knew that adaptation was going to be a crucial 
dimension for Springfield because of its high cor-
relation with student performance. In order to 
transform the schools, central office leaders and 
principals needed to be willing and able to adapt to 
meet the unique needs and challenges of students 
throughout the district. It was very helpful to see 
this knowledge of practice confirmed through our 
data collection.

It was also clear to me that two additional dimen-
sions of organizational health needed to be in place 
in order to have a significant impact upon student 
performance. These dimensions of Cohesiveness and 
Goal Focus were also important as indicated by our 
data collection and analysis process.

The Impact on Student Achievement

Our work and effort needed to result in a measurable 
impact. Knowing this, we entered the process with 
the intent of asking and measuring the following: 
Does the organizational health of schools impact 
the bottom line student performance? Was this 
work a good investment of our time and energy?  
These are crucial questions and questions that 
needed a data-based response.  

The first analysis we conducted required computing 
a two-year average Composite Performance Index 
(CPI) score for English and Language Arts (ELA) 
based on the statewide accountability system.1 
Next, schools were ranked from high to low based 
upon their two-year ELA-CPI scores. Schools were 
placed into the following three groups based upon 
their performance scores:

• Above 75 (N = 12)

• Between 70 and 74.9 (N = 12)

• Below 70 (N = 19)

A two-year organizational health score was  
computed for each school based on the ten 
dimensions of organizational health and the total 
score. The composite organizational health percen-
tile scores were computed for each of the three 
groups of schools. A very clear pattern emerged, 
demonstrating the relationship between the levels 
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of student performance and the dimensions of  
organizational health. For each of the ten dimen-
sions, there is a very clear “stair-step” relationship. 
These results are shown in Figure 2. For us, this 
demonstrated relationship between organizational 
health and student performance has confirmed the 
importance of using organizational health as a 
guiding principle as we move forward.

What are the Implications?

It is clear that to have systemic, sustained success in 
classrooms throughout the district, we must focus on 
improving the organizational health of each school 
as well as of the central office. Based upon two years 
of data, student performance correlated with these 
“big three” dimensions of organizational health 
(Goal Focus, Cohesiveness, Adaptation) at the 0.01 
level of statistical significance. The prospect of 
significant improvement in student performance is 
dismal unless the existing culture can be trans-
formed and modeled along these dimensions.   

Based on our data, it seems logical that schools 
will be more productive when principals have a 
goal focus for all staff—built-in systems that foster 
clarity, acceptance, support, and advocacy of 
school-wide goals and objectives. Schools that are 
leading the way by having support and focus on 
school-wide goals enable faculty to devote energy 
to important activities, such as critically examining 
data, having healthy professional debates, and 
being involved in establishing realistic short and 
long-range goals and objectives.

Further, when principals and other key leaders 
exemplify cohesiveness by demonstrating that 

The 10 Dimensions of Organizational Health 
1.	 	Goal�Focus:	Goal	Focus	(GF)	is	the	ability	of	persons,	groups,	

or	organizations	to	have	clarity,	acceptance,	support,	and	
advocacy	of	goals	and	objectives.

2.	 	Communication�Adequacy:	Communication	Adequacy	
(COM)	exists	when	information	is	relatively	distortion	free	and	
travels	both	vertically	and	horizontally	within	the	organization.	

3.	 	Optimal�Power�Equalization:	Optimal	Power	Equalization	
(OPE)	is	the	ability	to	maintain	a	relatively	equitable	distribu-
tion	of	influence	between	leader	and	team	members.

4.	 	Resource�Utilization:	Resource	Utilization	(RES)	is	the	ability	
to	identify	and	utilize	the	human	talent	effectively	within	an	
organization	and	to	do	so	with	a	minimal	sense	of	stress.			

5.	 	Cohesiveness:	Cohesiveness	(COH)	is	the	state	in	which	
persons,	groups,	or	organizations	have	a	clear	sense	of		
identity.	Members	feel	attracted	to	membership	in	an		
organization.	They	want	to	stay	with	it,	be	influenced	by	it,	
and	exert	their	own	influence	within	it.

6.	 	Morale:	Morale	(MOR)	is	that	state	in	which	a	person,	group,	
or	organization	has	feelings	of	well-being,	satisfaction,	and	
pleasure.

7.	 �Innovativeness:	Innovativeness	(INN)	is	the	ability	to	be	and	
allow	others	to	be	inventive,	diverse,	creative,	and	risk	taking.

8.	 	Autonomy:	Autonomy	(AUT)	is	the	ability	for	members	to	
have	the	freedom	to	fulfill	their	roles	and	responsibilities	
within	established	boundaries.		

9.	 	Adaptation:	Adaptation	(ADA)	is	the	ability	of	members	to	
adapt	and	change	to	meet	the	external	demands	for	change	
without	violating	their	basic	beliefs	and	values.	

10.		Problem-Solving�Adequacy:	Problem-Solving	(PSA)	is	
an	organization’s	ability	to	perceive	problems	and	solve		
them	with	minimal	energy.	Problems	stay	solved,	and	the		
problem-solving	mechanism	of	the	organization	is	main-
tained	and/or	strengthened.

Source: Organizational Health
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they value, promote, and expect collaborative team 
work throughout the school, it has a powerful 
impact on performance. These leaders tend to have 
systems in place to help horizontal and vertical 
teams progress naturally through the stages of  
team development. Teams analyze causes for gaps, 
identify discrepancies, predict future trends, plan 
proactively, hold themselves and others account-
able, and work collaboratively with other interde-
pendent teams. When time is at a premium, and 
with dollars decreasing, and external expectations 
increasing, educators need to maximize the impact 
of their time by capitalizing on the synergy within 
these horizontal and vertical teams.  

When performance doesn’t match the expecta-
tion, the natural response of cohesive, goal focused 
teams is to adapt. This adaptation will be based 
upon a critical analysis of existing data, a reexami-
nation of current strategies, and the development 
of proactive strategies for achieving the desired  
results. Principals and other key leaders play  
pivotal roles in this process, especially during the 
early stages of adaptation.

Is the District Making Progress?

Creating a culture of educational excellence in an 
urban environment takes time and commitment 

from the central office, individual schools, and 
developing leaders.  

In order to transform a school system, change must 
start at the top of the organization, and it does take 
time. The data reveal that progress has been made 
during each of the past two years, but the rate of 
change needs to continue and be accelerated (Figure 3). 
It was gratifying to see that major gains have been 
made in Goal Focus and Cohesiveness. Additional 
time and energy must be focused on improving the 
organizational health and effectiveness of the 15 key  
central office units as each of these units has an 
impact upon the organizational health and  
effectiveness of our 52 school sites.      

For the district’s 52 sites, the overall scores have 
improved on eight of the ten dimensions of 
organizational health. However, Goal Focus, one  
of the essential dimensions, has decreased. The 
data suggest that some principals may be having  
difficulty in articulating the new goals and  
improvement plans, and possibly in convincing 
teachers that these new performance targets are 
achievable. Even though there has been a drop in 
Goal Focus, 19 schools have been able to increase 
the levels of Goal Focus during the past year. 

Based upon the 2008 data, most principals have 
made significant structural changes. Many of those 
changes, however, were not initiated until the fall 

FIGURE 3

Organizational Health Profile for 11 Key Central Office Units

Source: SPS/Organizational Health
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of 2009, so those changes may have had minimal 
impact on the 2009 data. Many teachers are still 
taking a “wait and see” attitude toward these 
changes. I continue to focus on developing a 
culture of commitment and buy-in that will drive 
organizational health improvement.

We believe that our strategy and initiatives must 
be present throughout the fabric of our organization. 
As a result, organizational health data has also 
informed the way we are making personnel deci-
sions. The assistant superintendent for schools  
and the three chief school officers who supervise, 
coach, and evaluate principals used organizational 
health data when selecting and assigning principals 
to new schools. During the previous year, several 
natural vacancies occurred, and several principals 
were encouraged to move to more challenging 
schools that needed their leadership and organiza-
tional skills. The assistant superintendent and his 
team used organizational health data to help make 
decisions regarding transfers and the assignment of 
new principals to schools with vacancies. Their goal 
was to capitalize on the leadership skills of principals 
and to place them in positions where their skills 
would have the greatest overall impact for the 
district. We have benefitted from being able to 
incorporate the organizational health data into 
many different aspects of our district operations.

As a result in this particular example, the 
organizational health of the 11 schools with 
principal turnover improved substantially on all 
ten dimensions. The dimensions of Communication 
Adequacy, Optimal Power Equalization, Morale, 
Autonomy, and Problem Solving Adequacy more 
than doubled during the year.

Using Data to Help Transform the  
Schools and Central Office Units

The organizational health data for all schools and 
15 key central office units collected in 2008 and 
2009 has been, and will continue to be, used to 
help in the transformation process. Some of the 
specific district-wide changes that were reinforced 
or initiated as a result of this philosophy and data 
include the following:

• Restructured the central office 

   Created better alignment with the district’s 

goals that were established though the 
Strategic Planning Process.  

   Created structures that require departments 
to function interdependently rather than just 
within their independent silos.

   Created structures that provide greater support 
from central office to schools.

• Incorporated the six Leadership Belief State-
ments into the day-to-day operations of all 
schools and central office units. These principle-
centered Leadership Belief Statements are 
designed to help transform schools and central 
office units from dependence to independence 
and from independence to interdependence. 

• Created an alignment between the goals  
and performance targets, the appraisal  
process, the development process, and the 
compensation structure.

• Created a framework for selecting and assigning 
administrators based upon the needs of the 
administrative unit and the leadership and 
organizational skills of applicants. 

• Provided organizational health training and 
coaching for leaders and key members of their 
leadership teams and provided them with 
conceptual tools for moving their organizations 
to the next level. 

• Created and modeled transparency by “working 
through” each of the steps in the organizational 
health improvement process. The superinten-
dent, assistant superintendents, and the chief 
school officers modeled the data sharing and 
feedback process with members of their leader-
ship teams. Principals participated in this process 
as team members two times before they replicated 
the process with their own faculties. 

“We believe that our strategy and 
initiatives must be present through-
out the fabric of our organization.”
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• Established procedures and guidelines for two 
key leadership teams at campuses.

   The Instructional Focus Team became the 
primary driving force for improving the  
quality of teaching and learning throughout 
the campus.

   The Principal Advisory Council (Operational 
Team) provided a place for healthy debate and 
conversations regarding non-instructional 
issues that could negatively impact the 
effectiveness of schools. Adding this important 
committee created another opportunity for 
collaborative decision-making and for empow-
ering more professionals.

• Created an expectation that every campus and 
key central office team would accept full respon-
sibility for improving the organizational health
and effectiveness of their administrative units. 
This would be accomplished by increasing the 
leadership capacity of individuals and teams 
throughout their units, resulting in improved 
student performance. 

Concluding Thoughts: Strategy and Practice

My challenge to all faculty and staff this academic 
year is to harness the tremendous, infectious power 
of positive attitude. There is a quote by an unknown 
author that says: “Our lives are not determined by 
what happens to us, but how we react to what 
happens; not by what life brings to us, but the 
attitude we bring to life. A positive attitude causes 
a chain reaction of positive thoughts, events and 
outcomes. It is a catalyst … a spark that creates 

extraordinary results.” I believe that through our 
strategic initiatives and a district-wide desire to see 
those initiatives realized, we can obtain the kind of 
results to which we aspire.

As educators, our attitudes should not only  
show that we believe in our students’ aspirations 
beyond high school, they should also give birth to 
them. I expect everyone to bring positive attitudes 
to the classroom, the boardroom, the office, and  
the playground. I expect we will all model for  
our students the belief that they can overcome 
obstacles and become the greatest students they 
can be. We must let our attitudes demonstrate that 
we know our children can and will rise to the level 
of expectation that we set for them.

Using proven and data-driven tools that are 
aligned with our relentless focus on student 
achievement has been an extremely valuable 
direction for this district. It is important that we,  
as a district, keep a strategic focus on the journey 
ahead by employing tools that allow us to visualize 
and measure progress, and, more importantly, that 
are continually aligned with our core values.

1 One of the 52 schools was a primary school so it did not have CPI scores, 
one was a new school so it did not have two years of data, and the eight  
alternative campuses are considered one school with regards to their CPI 
scores. Therefore a composite Organizational Health score was computed  
for these eight schools, thus reducing the number of schools with two years  
of data to 43 schools.

dr. alan ingram	is	the	superinten-
dent	of	springfield	public	schools,	
a	district	serving	nearly	26,000	
students	in	52	school	sites.	previ-
ously,	dr.	ingram	served	as	chief	

accountability	officer	for	oklahoma	city	public	
schools;	he	also	served	the	district	in	a	variety	
of	other	capacities	including	executive	director	
of	federal	programs.	prior	to	transitioning	to	
public	education,	he	served	in	the	u.s.	air	force	
for	more	than	22	years,	where	he	attained	the	
rank	of	chief	master	sergeant,	a	rank	to	which	
only	one	percent	of	enlisted	officers	ascend.		
dr.	ingram	holds	a	bachelor	of	science	degree	
from	the	university	of	maryland	(european		
division),	a	master’s	degree	from	webster	university,	
and	a	doctorate	in	education	administration,	
curriculum	and	supervision	from	the	university		
of	oklahoma,	and	is	a	2007	broad	superintendents	
academy	fellow.

“My challenge to all faculty and 
staff this academic year is to harness 
the tremendous, infectious power of 
positive attitude.”
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V I R G I N I A  B E A C H  C I T Y  P U B L I C  S C H O O L S :

A Strategy for the  
        21st Century

It’s an increasingly popular refrain: 
our children need skills that include creativity, 
innovation, critical thinking, and problem-solving. 
They will also need to know how to collaborate 
and communicate effectively. Other life skills such 
as global awareness and technology literacy are 
perhaps equally important. Such “21st Century 
Student Outcomes” are noble, but is it really 
possible to align an entire (large) school district 
around such objectives? In Virginia Beach, we are 
transforming the leadership and management of 
the district precisely along those lines.

Our strategic plan in the Virginia Beach City 
Public Schools (VBCPS), known as Compass to 
2015: A Strategic Plan for Student Success, grew out 
of a School Board Program of Work articulated by 
the Board in fall 2007. Goal one of the program 

stipulated that staff and administration would 
“Develop a new strategic plan that will guide 
Virginia Beach City Public Schools from 2009-2015.” 
Most importantly, the program grew out of an 
acknowledgement and sense of urgency that our 
schools were not adequately preparing graduates for 
college, work, and citizenship. 

Compass to 2015 represents a bold move beyond the 
minimum competencies of success on state tests. This 
is its aim:

Recognizing that the long range goal of the VBCPS 
is the successful preparation and graduation of 
every student, the near term goal is that by 2015, 
95 percent or more of VBCPS students will gradu-
ate having mastered the skills they need to succeed 
as 21st-century learners, workers and citizens.

|  JAMES G. MERRILL
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Notably, our strategic plan is not aimed at success 
on the Virginia “Standards of Learning” (SOL) state 
standards. Our aim is to develop students who are 
critical and creative thinkers, problem solvers, 
innovators, academically proficient, effective 
communicators and collaborators, globally aware, 
and independent and responsible learners and 
citizens. We know that if we foster that kind of 
learning, SOL success will assuredly follow. As many 
might be thinking, this is not easy work to pursue. 
You need to live in two worlds at once: first, the 
world of state and federal accountability systems we 
all operate within, and second, a complementary 
world of what many of our stakeholders feel matters 
more than standardized test success. This is, of 
course, easier to accomplish when you’re already 
successfully meeting state standards.

We have reinvented and re-organized our work 
toward that end. We have identified the 21st- 
century skills we believe students must have, and 
this summer we required all teachers to attend 
training on how to foster these skills. And, we are 
changing our assessment system to include more 
activity and performance-based tasks that help 
measure those attributes in ways that multiple 
choice tests cannot.

When we began this work, we had the guidance of 
Dr. Tony Wagner of the Harvard Change Leadership 
Group and author of The Global Achievement Gap. 
Dr. Wagner identified the characteristics today’s 
employers are seeking in their employees: critical 
thinking and problem-solving; collaborating  
across networks and leading by influence; agility 
and adaptability; initiative and entrepreneurialism; 
effective oral and written communication; access-
ing and analyzing information; and curiosity and 
imagination.  

As Dr. Wagner notes in Rigor Redefined, “To 
teach and test the skills that our students need,  
we must first redefine excellent instruction. It is 
not a checklist of teacher behaviors and a model 
lesson that covers content standards. It is working 
with colleagues to ensure that all students master 
the skills they need to succeed as lifelong learners, 
workers, and citizens.” In Virginia Beach, we are 
reengineering: moving from a stance of test-taking 
success to one of cultivation of these skills in 
children. We have taken real steps to accomplish 
this, from making changes to assessment to 
working harder to partner with families. 

What began as a straightforward program to 
create a strategic plan morphed in two years into  

Virginia Beach City Public Schools  
Fast Facts  

 	VBCPS Mission

	 The	Virginia	Beach	City	Public	Schools,	in	partnership	with	the	entire	community,	will	
empower	every	student	to	become	a	life-long	learner	who	is	a	responsible,	productive,		
and	engaged	citizen	within	the	global	community.

 	VBCPS Vision

	 Every	student	is	achieving	at	his	or	her	maximum	potential	in	an	engaging,	inspiring,		
and	challenging	learning	environment.

 	District Overview

	 Virginia	Beach	City	Public	Schools	is	the	largest	school	division	in	Hampton	Roads—	
southeastern	Virginia—serving	approximately	69,500	students	in	grades	K-12.	The		
split	is	roughly	55.4%	Caucasian,	27.1%	African	American,	6.1%	Hispanic,	5.8%	Asian,		
0.9%	Native	Hawaiian/Pacific	Islander,	0.4%	Native	American,	and	4.2%	of	Unspecified		
Ethnicity.	The	Per	Pupil	Expenditure	is	$11,020	for	the	2009-10	school	year.

	 Currently,	the	school	system	includes	56	elementary	schools,	14	middle	schools,	11	high	
schools,	and	a	number	of	secondary/post-secondary	specialty	centers.	The	district		
employs	over	5,700	teachers.
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a division-wide multifaceted campaign of gathering 
research and community input to determine how 
VBCPS could best educate our students. Our 
campaign has included parents, students, teachers, 
administrators, the military, the business commu-
nity, faith-based and non-profit organizations, 
education entities, municipal representatives, and 
community members at large. We also worked 
closely with a futurist and nationally known 
education authors and speakers such as Daniel Pink 
and Tony Wagner. The result? A forward thinking, 
even visionary, document that will serve VBCPS as 
a blueprint for educating its students through 2015. 
As Joe Burnsworth, assistant superintendent for 
curriculum and instruction and a 33-year veteran 
of the district, notes, “I’ve seen many strategic 
plans come and go. This is the first I’ve seen that 
truly excited people.”

Using Our Strategic Plan as Our Guide

If excitement about a strategic plan is rare, then it’s 
no wonder that in many districts plans gather dust 

on shelves rather than being used to guide real 
change. Our strategic plan outlines five key 
objectives, shown in Figure 1 below. In shorthand, 
they are: 1) engaging students in meaningful  
work; 2) developing a balanced assessment system;  
3) improving student academic achievement  
and closing achievement gaps; 4) engaging the 
community; and 5) optimizing all resources— 
human and capital—to ensure our desired  
outcomes for student success. 

The major solution developed out of this 
initiative is focus. There will always be emergencies 
and course corrections in public education, but  
this living document is guiding our priorities. The 
work we are focusing on is tied back to these five 
objectives, helping remove much of the politics  
of special interest. Also, the five objectives are 
mutually reinforcing, which helps drive engage-
ment. We ask ourselves this key question when 
faced with a new project: Does this support our 
strategic plan? If it does, we address it through  
the objective action teams. If the answer is “no,”  
it is thrown off the cart.  

Implementation Process and Insights

What we did not have, both in the creation of the 
plan and subsequent stages of implementation, was 
a list of benchmark districts whose experiences we 
could leverage as we ventured into some unfamiliar 
territory. We relied on our formative conversations 
with Dr. Wagner and perspectives on discrete 
initiatives in select districts, but none with the 
scale or complexity of Virginia Beach. Listening  
to our stakeholders was the first significant process 
step as we sought to define the outcomes we 
wanted to pursue. The communications challenge 
was paramount: would the process be known as 
tackling the “scary or unknown” or were we selling 
the “exciting and innovative”? Our stakeholder 
engagement process showed us that we could focus 
on the latter paradigm.

In addition to the district leadership team, the 
School Board was the prime mover for the pro-
gram. Its original Program of Work mandated that 
staff and administration create a strategic plan that 
reflected community priorities while meeting all 
students’ learning needs. A Board-appointed 
Strategic Plan Steering Committee, which 

FIGURE 1

Virginia Beach City Public Schools’ Compass to 2015: 
A Strategic Plan for Student Success
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included three Board members, managed the plan’s 
development. Members also were active in the 
community forums, surveys, discussions, town hall 
meetings, etc., used to garner information and data. 
Board members spent many hours talking to 
constituents about the program. In addition, 
numerous Board workshops were devoted to the 
program as the Steering Committee worked to 
reflect the community’s mandate that students 
need learning skills, not testing skills. After 
months of gathering and synthesizing data, the 
Committee created the compact, comprehensive 
document that is Compass to 2015, a strategic plan 
that articulates community values while stipulating 
academic outcomes that prepare students for 
21st-century challenges.

Many have asked us, “Where do you start?” Or, 
“How do you sequence the implementation?”  Our 
answer is: “Do it all.”  We believe that sequencing 
the rollout, from a content perspective, does not 
work. As our Deputy Superintendent Sheila 
Magula has noted, “You can’t wait until a ‘right 

time’—there is value in jumping into the water.” 
Nevertheless, as we roll out the new plan, we have 
identified 24 schools as “early adopters” of key 
strategic plan initiatives in the areas of technology, 
balanced assessment, and responsiveness to student 
needs. These early adopters will help mentor and 
coach the next wave of schools. As we reflect on 
the initial phases of implementation, we are ready 
to share some honest insights about our process for 
each strategic objective.  

Objective One: Engage Every Student

Objective One focuses on 21st-century curriculum 
and instruction. This objective was originally led 
by Christine Caskey, assistant superintendent for 
curriculum and instruction (now with Katy ISD in 
Texas); Don Robertson, principal of Salem High 
School; and Joe Burnsworth, then director of 
secondary education. Burnsworth, now assistant 
superintendent of curriculum and instruction, will 
move into Dr. Caskey’s leadership role on this 
objective. This team led the realignment of 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment with 
Compass to 2015, especially as it relates to the 
identified 21st-century skills.  

In some regards, our second objective (develop-
ing a balanced assessment system) preceded the 
first, and nowhere is the close collaboration and 
overlap between objectives as apparent as here.  
We have followed the philosophy that we need to 
figure out our student achievement goals, design 
the assessment structure to measure success, and 
then create the curriculum to get us there. This 
involved a definition and grouping of the desired 
outcomes. Both objectives one and two are critical 
in developing a continuum of skill development  

VBCPS Strategic Objectives 
1.	 	All	teachers	will	engage	every	student	in	

meaningful,	authentic,	and	rigorous	work	
through	the	use	of	innovative	instructional	
practices	and	supportive	technologies	that	
will	motivate	students	to	be	self-directed	
and	inquisitive	learners.	

2.	 	VBCPS	will	develop	and	implement	a	bal-
anced	assessment	system	that	accurately	
reflects	student	demonstration	and	mastery	
of	VBCPS	outcomes	for	student	success.

3.	 	Each	school	will	improve	achievement	for	
all	students	while	closing	achievement	gaps	
for	identified	student	groups,	with	particular	
focus	on	African	American	males.

4.	 	VBCPS	will	create	opportunities	for	parents,	
community,	and	business	leaders	to	fulfill	
their	essential	roles	as	actively	engaged	
partners	in	supporting	student	achievement	
and	outcomes	for	student	success.

5.	 	VBCPS	will	be	accountable	for	developing	
essential	leader,	teacher,	and	staff	com-
petencies	and	optimizing	all	resources	to	
achieve	the	school	division’s	strategic	goal	
and	outcomes	for	student	success.

“Many have asked us, ‘Where 
do you start?’ Or, ‘How do you  
sequence the implementation?’  
Our answer is: ‘Do it all.’”
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to map activities to span a child’s engagement with 
the district over time. The continuum itself has 
been a point of success in the program to-date. 
Teachers in particular have shown high levels of 
interest and excitement. The best news of all  
to me was witnessing that the excitement was in 
fact contagious!

Of significant importance at this stage was how 
together as a district we developed a common 
understanding for what we were trying to accom-
plish. We needed to answer “What does this 
actually look like?” for the teacher, the principal, 
and the students. An important understanding 
grew throughout our community: we will never be 
done with this process. Curriculum is forever 
changing, and “It’s OK” to move away from what is 
well-known and comfortable.

Once a common taxonomy was articulated, we 
completed a thorough audit of existing curriculum 
and instruction and focused on a rigorous gap 
analysis. What did we have already that would  
help get us where we needed to go? What legacy 
curriculum could we discontinue? Our team also 
developed a matrix to track the alignment of 
existing curriculum and the addition of exemplary 
learning plans and assessments. Ongoing chal-
lenges included helping key staff, including 
directors and coordinators, address the time 
challenges inherent in their work, yet simultane-
ously manage to encourage their ownership and 
commitment. Managerial practices that we have 
found especially useful in pursuing the objective 
are a network of teacher leaders who helped us 
develop and review the exemplars and to teach  

the mandatory staff development. We also had 
teachers who did field testing of learning plans and 
assessments. Also, mandatory summer training for 
all teachers helped address nervousness and build a 
library of “exemplars”—practitioners that can serve 
as models for other teachers.

Objective Two: Balanced Assessment

Objective Two focuses on a balanced assessment 
system. This effort has been chaired by Jared 
Cotton, assistant superintendent of research 
evaluation and assessment, with support from  
Pat Griffin, who recently retired as the principal  
of one of our high schools. In order to pursue the 
objective, division-wide rubrics to measure out-
comes for student success had to be developed. The 
first step was to develop and/or align high-quality 
assessments that measured 21st-century skills.

These desired outcomes ensure that students are 
academically proficient, effective communicators 
and collaborators, globally aware, independent, 
responsible learners and citizens, critical and 
creative thinkers, innovators, and problem-solvers. 
The team investigated methods to report student 
progress and explore measures to compare progress 
with those in other school divisions and districts 
throughout the state and nation. Additionally,  
part of Jared Cotton’s responsibility was to focus on 
quality control to ensure student performance tasks 
are meaningful opportunities. Most challenging in 
this dialogue were some formative discussions 
around how to measure success in select outcomes 
areas. We needed to retain a focus on measuring 
outcomes, not the process to get there.

Ultimately, assessments had to be created for 
myriad areas, and we were able to leverage the 
College and Work Readiness Assessment (CWRA) 
effectively. We were also able to create similar 
problem-based assessments in-house by developing 
assessments for grades four and seven that assess 
the same skills as the CWRA. Our longer-term 
objective is to move students to be evaluated by 
digital portfolios, assembled over time and orga-
nized by outcomes areas. Mimicking work patterns 
in business, the military, and elsewhere, students 
will work on projects that will selectively be added 
to their portfolios, and we are working on assess-

“An important understanding grew 
throughout our community: we will 
never be done with this process.  
Curriculum is forever changing, and 
‘It’s OK’ to move away from what is 
well-known and comfortable.”
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ment protocols for this aspect of our strategy. 
Finally, we are developing a supplementary report 
card for families to foster broader engagement  
and support.

Objective Three: Improved Achievement 

This objective addresses the need to improve 
student achievement for all students while closing 
gaps for identified student groups, particularly 
African American males. Objective Three is led  
by Jobynia Caldwell, assistant superintendent of 
high school education, Esther Monclova-Johnson, 
director of equity affairs, and Lavern Chatman, 
principal of Newtown Elementary. Using a 
metaphor, Caldwell and Monclova-Johnson view 
Objective Three as “providing the glue” for the 
strategic plan: instruction and student engagement 
are the answers to long-term success.

The team’s role is to create a cultural, linguistic, 
and socioeconomic process for pursuing equity 
objectives in the district. Given the significant 
scope, the team credits a process of “funneling 
down” whereby the district refined broad objectives 
down to specific work. An example initiative is 

called Candid Conversations about Race that will 
eventually result in training for school administra-
tors on how to host productive conversations in 
their buildings. This team will also develop a 
Response to Intervention Plan (RTI) and support-
ing training plan. Response to Intervention is a 
tiered approach to providing students with needed 
interventions and support in the areas of academics 
and/or behavior. Reflecting on what has worked 
well, the overall strategic planning effort drove 
unprecedented clarity in both vision and messag-
ing, which has successfully reduced anxiety and 
allowed change to occur more smoothly.

Objective Four: Create Opportunities

This objective addresses community engagement. 
Led by Kathy O’Hara, assistant superintendent for 
media and communications development, with 
support from Larry Ames, principal of Seatack 
Elementary, and Melissa McQuarrie, director of 
community relations, the team focuses on opportu-
nities for parents, communities, and business 
leaders to become more actively engaged partners 
in supporting student achievement.   
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This school year the Objective Four action team
will be developing a plan to enhance and expand 
the division’s mentorship program. Also on the 
work plan for the next school year is further 
collaboration with city and community agencies  
to improve support to families, particularly the 
underserved parent population; develop materials 
for Board members to use as they encourage 
involvement of the community in the schools; 
investigate the feasibility of expanding the use of 
computer labs after hours in Title I schools; and 
develop a plan to host breakfast dialogue meetings  
in the community with Cabinet members serving as 
guest speakers. 

According to O’Hara, the district has undergone 
a “philosophical shift” due to the engagement and 
input from parents, the School Board, and under-
served stakeholders. Overall, the district mindset 
to external stakeholders went from dispensing 
information to delivering service. One of the 
flagship initiatives—Parent Connection—is a 
thoughtful combination of face-to-face parent 
training and electronic resources. The district 
regularly hosts parent seminars on topics of interest 
(for example, positive discipline, parenting the 
strong-willed child, helping children transition to 
middle school, etc.). Among the online resources 
offered is a parent portal that gives parents access 
to their children’s grades and academic records.

Objective Five: Capacity Building 

Objective Five focuses on professional development, 
building the capacity of our school division’s leaders, 

teachers, and staff, and maximizing resources in 
order to achieve the division’s outcomes for  
students. Objective Five is co-chaired by Sheila 
Magula, deputy superintendent, and James Pohl, 
now principal of Princess Anne High School, and 
Shirann Lewis, director of elementary education.

Our initial training focus began with our 86 
school principals because it is their leadership  
that will make or break the desired cultural shift. 
We approached training through monthly collab-
orative sessions hosted by school level at which 
time we examined such instructional areas as 
identification of 21st century skills and the 
attendant “look fors” in classroom learning  
walks. Other topics included implementation  
of Understanding by Design (Grant Wiggins and 
Jay McTighe) in the Virginia Beach curriculum; 
performance-based assessments; and integration  
of technology into instructional practices.

Building on these leadership discussions is the 
expressed expectation that each school leadership 
team will do its part to foster learning cultures in 
their building. As a result, most of our principals 
have strategically deployed Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs). PLCs are at the crux of much 
of the work to be done in the schools this school year. 
As the planning was being formulated, principals’ top 
choice of strategy was clear: allow the existing PLC 
process to drive both professional development and 
the school improvement plan (SIP) structures. Other 
plans include the establishment of a video library of 
best practices with a document index and additional 
information on other supporting professional 
development outreaches.

Overall, the district has a “rapid response” 
mentality regarding professional development: 
What are you going to do with this? Contrary to 
many districts, Virginia Beach does not have a 
history of demanding greater and greater quantities 
of professional development. Since 2001, we have 
had the same time requirements in place and our 
professional development has largely focused on 
the needs represented by particular points in time. 
What we are wrestling with now, however, is the 
imperative to move to the kind of professional 
development that supports our cultural shift—from 
success on state standards to student acquisition of 
21st-century skills. We are in the beginning stages 

“We are still early in the overall 
process, but to make real progress  
we need to push forward through  
areas of uncertainty. As Deputy  
Superintendent Sheila Magula says, 
‘Perfectionists need to let go.’”
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now of establishing a Center for Teacher Leader-
ship, which will be staffed by teacher leaders who 
will help us design the appropriate professional 
development. In the meantime, ongoing work 
includes increasing the amount of job-embedded 
professional development. Fundamentally, we 
accept that capacity building is a non-linear 
process, but we are giving the process some order.

Overall management and measurement of  
the strategic objectives is a public process, with 
continuous progress tracking tools used to discuss 
and communicate milestones. All stakeholders are 
welcome to click through our website to view these 
documents at all times.

Our Early Results 

Compass to 2015 already has posted some 
impressive results: 

• School leaders and some teachers are  
doing learning walks to identify instructional 
best practices aligned with the district’s  
strategic objectives.

• A new assessment, the College Work Readiness 
Assessment (CWRA), is in use.  

• Courageous Conversations About Race, an  
equity initiative, is helping staff discuss causes 
and solutions for teacher-student behaviors  
contributing to inequities in the classroom.

• A dynamic video library of best teaching  
practices with an accompanying facilitators’ 
guide appropriate to each school level has  
been developed.

• Learning Culture framework has been developed 
with an online link to resources that support  
the strategic objectives. These resources are  
also designed to address the four critical ques-
tions related to student learning: 1) What do  
we want students to learn? 2) How will we  
know when each student has learned it? 3) How 
will we respond when students don’t learn it 
and when they already know it? 4) How will we 
involve parents and the community to support 
student learning?

• A strategic plan web page has been developed that 
is designed to foster community understanding of 
our objectives. Resources include a summary of  

21st-century skills and  
video progress reports. 

• The Parent Connection  
initiative has held ten parent  
workshops and one half-day conference.  
Approximately 1,600 parents have attended.

• Online access to student grades and  
records has been provided to parents.

• Helping underserved parents is a major goal. 
Accomplishments include: working with the 
local food bank to provide food over weekends 
to needy children in Title I schools; opening 
computer labs after-hours in some schools; and 
providing computers to needy families.

We are proud of our accomplishments in 
transforming our district operations around 
21st-century skills outcomes. We are still early in 
the overall process, but to make real progress we 
need to push forward through areas of uncertainty.  
As Deputy Superintendent Sheila Magula says, 
“Perfectionists need to let go.” We look forward to 
serving our students and community to meet their 
future needs, not just today’s.

Those who want more information on the 
Compass to 2015 should visit the strategic plan 
page at http://www.vbschools.com/compass/index.asp. 
There are videos on four of the five objectives, a 
list of the identified 21st-century skills for Virginia 
Beach City Public Schools, a master glossary, and 
additional resources such as books and web sites on 
21st-century learning.

DR. JAMES G. MERRILL IS THE SUPER-
INTENDENT OF VIRGINIA BEACH CITY 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS, A POSITION HE  
ASSUMED IN JULY 2006. THE  
DISTRICT SERVES 69,469 STUDENTS  
IN 85 SCHOOLS. DR. MERRILL IS A  

35-YEAR VETERAN EDUCATOR. HE WAS A MOREHEAD 
SCHOLAR AT THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA 
AT CHAPEL HILL WHERE HE EARNED HIS BACHELOR’S 
DEGREE IN EDUCATION IN SECONDARY ENGLISH. HE 
HOLDS A MASTER’S DEGREE IN EDUCATIONAL ADMIN-
ISTRATION FROM APPALACHIAN STATE UNIVERSITY 
AND A DOCTORAL DEGREE FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF 
NORTH CAROLINA AT GREENSBORO.
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DMC CASE STUDY

In 2009, Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS) in 
Virginia completed a major budget rationalization 
process, which yielded a reduction of approximately 
4% on a per student basis from the prior year. 
Despite FCPS’ significant effort to communicate 

and elicit input, feedback from the community and key 
advisory groups revealed several issue-oriented detractors 
and some lack of awareness about how FCPS manages 
the budget. FCPS realized the need to proactively 
include budget messaging in its overall communications 
strategy in order to foster better understanding of FCPS 
finances and to better engage stakeholders in future 
district fiscal decisions. 

The Prior Year’s Budget Rationalization  
Process in Fairfax

Almost exactly one year prior to when the events in 
this case study unfolded, the Fairfax County Public 
Schools—the twelfth-largest school system in the  
nation—confronted a high degree of budget uncertainty.  
To cope with the unknown, Fairfax school leaders  
created a new budget planning process to account for 
various cost-cutting scenarios that might be needed. 
Seventy-five percent of the district’s budget comes from 
Fairfax County (the rest from state and federal resourc-
es), giving local taxpayers a larger stake in the health 

of district finances than in many other school districts. 
In an effort to protect the programs and resources that 
make Fairfax County Public Schools one of the most 
successful districts in the country, Superintendent Jack 
Dale took several steps to design a budget rationaliza-
tion process. First, Dale aligned the overall process  
with the School Board’s Strategic Governance Initiative, 
which includes the district’s mission and guiding priorities. 
This alignment ensured that the school board could 
continue to maintain the district’s high-performance. 
(For more information, please see “Fairfax County Public 
Schools: Rethinking Budget Rationalization” by  
Jack D. Dale in The District Management Journal, v.3)

Several questions typically arise when thinking about community engagement during times of 

budget constraints. How knowledgeable and supportive is the community with regard to your 

district’s finances? What input from these stakeholders should you include in the decision-making 

process? What outside priorities should you reflect? How should you communicate with key 

stakeholder groups in the community?    

Fairfax County Public Schools – Part II: 
Improving Budget Communications  
with the Community

|  BY JOHN J-H KIM AND GARRETT M. SMITH 

Fairfax County Public Schools  
Fast Facts  

 	$2.2	billion	operating	budget	for	2010	
(a	decrease	of	$10.3	million,	or	0.5%	from		
the	FY2009	approved	budget)

	 175,296	FY2011	total	projected	enrollment

	 196	schools	and	centers

	 12th-largest	school	system	in	the	country

	 22,149	full-time	equivalent	positions

	 One	of	the	largest	employers	in	Virginia
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Second, FCPS created a process to gather community 
input on the budget while also educating the public 
about the budget process and content. Fairfax County 
Public Schools, in conjunction with Fairfax County 
government, held community meetings, employee 
brown bags and surveys, and online and telephone 
forums for members of the community to express their 
concerns. Also, FCPS put all budget presentations and 
documents online to increase transparency. In total, 
seventy-two focus groups were conducted with over  
700 members of the public and employee populations 
in order to gather information about the quality of 
services delivered and to collect suggestions.  

The third component of the process was to have the 

leadership team review every program offered in the 
district. The team used a tool to evaluate the efficiency 
and value of each program, and had to recommend one 
of four actions: 1) Keep as is; 2) Reduce; 3) Restruc-
ture; and 4) Eliminate. All the programs were listed in 
one document that included the program name, cost, 
number of students served, indication of team support 
for various options, and final recommendations. The 
district’s leadership team, which consisted of the super-
intendent, assistant superintendents, the chief financial 
officer, select principal representatives, and the school 
board clerk, met weekly to go through the programs 
one-by-one, to assess the overall value of that program 
against the district’s priorities. These meetings enabled 
fact-based conversations to address budget constraints 
and operating priorities simultaneously. 

As a result of this three-part process, the FCPS 
School Board adopted a FY2010 budget of $2.2 billion, 
a decrease of $10.3 million or 0.5% from the previous 
year. With growth in student enrollment, this equated 
to a 4% decrease on a per student basis.  

Engaging Stakeholders on Budget Issues

On the heels of these difficult FY2010 budget cuts,  
Fairfax County Public Schools anticipates further  
budget reductions for the upcoming 2011 fiscal year.  

N
icholas P. M

organ

Academic Achievement Facts 

 	98%	of	all	FCPS	general	education	schools	meet	or	
exceed	the	Virginia	Standards	of	Accreditation

 	FCPS	student	achievement	improved	in	all	
subgroups	as	measured	by	the	2007-2008	SOL	
(Standards	of	Learning)	tests

 	94.5%	of	FCPS	graduates	continue	on	to	post-
secondary	education

 	FCPS’	SAT	average	of	1664	exceeds	both	the	state	
average	of	1522	and	the	national	average	of	1511

DMC CASE STUDY
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DMC CASE STUDY

In the spirit of continuous improvement, FCPS recog-
nized an opportunity to improve communications about 
the tradeoffs they would have to make in response to 
the ongoing budget challenges.

When FCPS evaluated community sentiment for  
this budget reprioritization, school leaders hypothesized 
a lack of awareness among key stakeholders about  
how and why the district was making budget decisions.  
Despite the robust process in FY2010, many parents 
and taxpayers still felt the district had made budgeting 
decisions without hearing community needs. For  
example, to cut a portion of money from the budget, 
FCPS had removed several bus stops; it became clear 
that the public did not understand the rationale for 
this decision and was not aware that these cuts helped 
support academic programs. The district needed to 
communicate better the positive impact that these  
cost savings could have on programs that enhance 
student achievement—the community’s main priority 
in Fairfax County.  

The real questions were: How should the district  
improve its messaging strategy to communicate  
effectively with key stakeholders? How could district 
leaders inspire community champions for budget 
measures? FCPS realized it needed to alter its budget 
messaging in order to educate the community and  
gain community partners in championing district  
initiatives. Led by Barbara Hunter, Fairfax County 
Public Schools’ Assistant Superintendent for  
Communications and Community Outreach, district  
leaders compiled a plan to involve stakeholders and 
gather community input in the decision-making 
process. The district engaged DMC to help formulate 
the new communications strategy through research 
and analysis of stakeholder priorities and perceptions. 
Beginning with the important step of identifying key 
stakeholder groups in the community, the work plan 
called for a two-month process of research and fact-
finding, analysis of insights, and crafting key messages 
for budget decisions (Figure 1). 

Process Overview & Work Plan

FIGURE 1
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The plan included four main stages:
1.  Gather input from key stakeholders through  

primary research
2.  Analyze research and generate insights
3.  Develop and test key messages
4.  Build and roll out a revised district-wide  

communications strategy

With a projected deficit of $170 million in the  
coming fiscal year, Fairfax County Public Schools 
aimed to put forth a targeted communications strategy 
to make district cuts fully transparent and accepted by 
the community. Figure 1 shows the detailed tools and 
tactics used by the project team to build a revised  
communications approach over a two-month period.

Stage 1: Gather Input from Key Stakeholders

During the research phase of the initiative, the district 
needed to gain a more detailed understanding of com-
munity perceptions and concerns so that messaging could 
target these areas more proactively, with greater specificity 
and more accurate information. To assist in hypothesis 
development, the project team kicked off the research 

phase by executing an internal assessment of how its exist-
ing communications were perceived. Members of FCPS’ 
communications office answered questions about their 
perception of the district’s image as well as suggestions  
for improvements. 

Next, FCPS interviewed key individual stakeholders to 
capture how they perceived the district and what could 
be done to improve district communications related to 
budget initiatives. Interviewees were selected from groups 
with broad impact such as the Fairfax County Board of  
Supervisors and the Fairfax County Chamber of Com-
merce, in addition to teachers and principals. The inter-
views revealed strong support for FCPS, especially around 
its accomplishments with student achievement. All 
stakeholders acknowledged the need to cut costs in the 
district, though there were mixed opinions on the district’s 
approach to allocate resources effectively. Based on this 
initial feedback, it was clear that the district had an  
opportunity to improve its communications process.

With hypotheses developed, an online survey to the 
community tested these qualitative findings in a broader, 
more quantitative fashion (Exhibit 1). FCPS recruited 
employees, parents and taxpayers to participate in the 
online survey to gauge the community’s impressions of the 
district’s budgeting activities. Sample questions from the 
online survey include “Are you aware of budget cuts that 
were made last year?” And “What options would you support 
to help resolve the budget deficit?” Two important response 
results are shown in Figure 2.

Stage 2: Analyze Research and  
Generate Insights

Survey results showed a generally positive view of Fairfax 
County Public Schools, but also an awareness gap regard-
ing how district leaders handled the budget. As shown 
in Figure 2, close to 40 percent of Fairfax taxpayers said 
they did not know about the budget cuts made in fiscal 
year 2010. An even higher percentage questioned FCPS’ 
resource allocation. These responses pointed to the need for 
more organized and fact-supported district communications.  

Using the facts generated in the research phase, the 
project team focused on identifying key actionable insights 
that could be applied to a revised communications strategy. 
Figure 3 highlights one critical insight—that all Fairfax 
County stakeholders strongly consider student achieve-
ment to be the primary measure of district performance.  

Sample Survey Questions from  
Online Survey Tool

EXHIBIT 1

Source: FCPS/DMC

11.  Which options would you  support to help resolve the budget 
deficit? (select all that apply)
 State Tax Increase
 Local Tax Increase
  Increased Cost of Services (increased fees for parking, 
athletics, extracurricular activities)

  Reduction in School Services
  Reduction in Other County Services

12.   Are you aware of the budget cuts that were made last year? 
 Yes
 No

13.   If yes, to what extent do you agree with the following state-
ment: “Last year, FCPS did a good job reallocating resources 
and making cuts, despite the large budget shortfall”? 
 Agree
 Neutral
 Disagree

DMC CASE STUDY
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This basic realization, which may not be shared by many 
communities, suggested that explicit connections should 
be made between all budgetary decisions and the potential 
effects or tradeoffs related to student achievement.

The research also yielded important data regarding  
attitudes towards the options for solving the budget deficit. 
A second major insight was equally important—and  
to many, surprising. While the community did call for 
innovation in cutting costs, which FCPS had done suc-
cessfully in the previous fiscal year, half of the stakeholders 
surveyed supported some form of tax or fee increase to 
solve the deficit (Figure 4). To cut costs going forward, 
some stakeholders called for school programs to be cut, 
while the majority of community members advocated for 
the programs, citing protection of student achievement. 

Among other things, the survey data also revealed 
that most Fairfax County taxpayers received their 
knowledge of FCPS budget activities through the news 
media—a sign that FCPS could further optimize its 
message delivery by media channels.

Stage 3: Develop & Test Key Messages

Using insights from the interviews and the survey 
results, the project team reviewed past communications 
and developed proposals for new key messaging themes.  

The school district had to answer some important  
questions in order to create the right messages going 
forward: Which key messages resonate with each  
stakeholder group? Which messages would resonate 
most broadly across all segments? The project team 
focused on the tone, the topic, and the language  
around the key budgeting communications. These  
three parameters set clear objectives and boundaries  
for adjusting communications going forward. For each, 

Stakeholder Awareness of Fairfax County Public Schools Budget Issues

FIGURE 2

Source: FCPS/DMC Stakeholder Survey
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guiding questions were created. For example: 

• Tone: Should we bias the communication  
to more emotional or more rational themes? 

• Topic: Should we combine topics or focus  
on just one? 

• Language: Should we choose generic language  
or more specific? 

In total, eight guiding parameters were developed.
FCPS then vetted the sample messages using focus 

groups comprised of individuals from the district’s main 
stakeholder groups —parents, teachers, and the business 
community. Separate 90-minute focus groups were  
held for three groups: the local business community, 
teachers, and parents. Each focus group had between 
nine and thirteen participants selected as a diverse 
cross-section of the stakeholder group.

The focus group results confirmed earlier findings 
about attributes that define the district: good reputation, 
high achieving students, and high caliber teachers. In 
addition, the district confirmed that targeting specific 

messages to each stakeholder group could increase  
overall awareness of its budgetary initiatives and its  
role as a school district. 

Stage 4: Build & Roll Out a Revised  
District-wide Communications Strategy
Based on the research and insights developed in the 
earlier phases, the project team crafted a range of  
messaging options that targeted each stakeholder group. 
The district designed messages that were specific and 
personal, as well as ones that placed the overarching 
topic of student achievement at the center of all future 
communications (Figure 5). For example, FCPS stated 
the current issue at hand (a projected deficit of ~$200 
million), then established the possible result (how the 
lack of budget resolution could result in the deteriora-
tion of student program offerings and performance), 
and lastly, provided facts to engage that particular 
stakeholder group. FCPS also inserted confident,  
emotional language into its messaging to build a 
trusting relationship with the community. A sample 

What Matters to Which Stakeholder Group

FIGURE 3

Source: FCPS/DMC Stakeholder Survey

“Which issue do you consider to be the most critical when you think about the performance of FCPS?”
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student achievement
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message might read: “We have some of the best schools 
in the state—and the country—and I’m proud to support 
my district in any way to continue that achievement.” 

The revised budget communications strategy, rolled 
out in December 2009, offers several methods to  
control how the district message is disseminated. 

The district will:

  Focus efforts during the critical two months of the 

budget process on audiences who will be most  
compelled to act—parents and teachers.

  Identify a coalition of business leaders who will also 
be compelled to act.

  Develop a longer-term strategy for taxpayers and 
business people that includes increased frequency  
of communications.

  Launch a new official FCPS budget communications 
tool, The Bottom Line, directed toward all parents, all 
employees, and information subscribers (Exhibit 2).

  Continue a robust web presence on budget facts, 
process, and news.

  Encourage school board members to reach out to 
PTAs, parents, and businesses and inform them of the 
budget situation.

  Develop new understanding among school principals 
of their role in communicating facts about the budget 
to their staff, parents, business partners; provide them 
with budget communication tools.

In addition, a PowerPoint presentation narrated by 
the Superintendent and posted on the budget web page 

FIGURE 4

Source: FCPS/DMC Stakeholder Survey
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Ask Yourself…

How Well is Your District Communicating?  

 	Who	are	your	primary	stakeholders?	

 	In	planning	your	district’s	budgetary	responses	to	
the	ongoing	fiscal	crisis,	have	you	adjusted	your	
strategy	to	align	with	community	priorities?	

 	Are	you	communicating	budget	cuts	and	resource	
reallocations	effectively	to	your	stakeholders?		
How	do	you	know?

 	How	are	your	stakeholders	receiving	information	
regarding	your	district	decisions?	How	much		
control	do	you	currently	have	over	the	message		
being	communicated?



The District Management Journal  |  Winter 2011         39

provides principals and PTA leaders with a ready-to-go 
tool to use in presentations to staff and parents. 

Final Thoughts

Fairfax County Public Schools used a proactive,  
data-driven approach to strengthen its budget com-
munications strategy and to use messaging that will 
resonate with diverse stakeholder groups and engage 
the community. FCPS is leveraging its insights, 

generated from qualitative interview input and  
quantitative survey data, to cut costs effectively  
and in a way that is acceptable to the community.  
The district moved beyond what it thought the  
community was thinking to find out what they  
were actually thinking. Using the factbase of feedback, 
Fairfax County Public Schools turned strategy into 
practice through the use of tools that educate both  
the district and its stakeholders to achieve mutually 
beneficial solutions.  

FIGURE 5

Sample Communication Language

“Keep in Touch” 
(Sample)

Revised
“Keep in Touch” 

(Sample with new 
Umbrella Message)

As part of the ongoing budget process to realize savings in a tight budget year, Fairfax 
County Public Schools’ (FCPS) Office of Transportation Services is proposing adjustments 
to the 2009-10 school year bell schedules that are projected to result in annual savings  
of more than $4.6 million. These adjustments are separate and apart from the proposal  
to change school start times that the Fairfax County School Board considered and voted 
to reject in March 2009. The new adjustments focus on achieving efficiencies within  
the current bell structure, which the Fairfax County School Board voted to retain. The  
potential new bell schedules will not be implemented until and if the Fairfax County 
School Board adopts it as part of the FY 2010 budget process.

As part of our continued efforts to maintain the highest levels of student achievement 
in the face of the fiscal challenges of a tight budget year, Fairfax County Public Schools’ 
(FCPS) Office of Transportation Services is proposing adjustments to the 2009-10 school 
year bell schedules that are projected to result in annual savings of more than $4.6 million. 
These adjustments are separate and apart from the proposal to change school start times 
that the Fairfax County School Board considered and voted to reject in March 2009. The 
new adjustments focus on achieving efficiencies within the current bell structure, which 
the Fairfax County School Board voted to retain. The potential new bell schedules will not 
be implemented until and if the Fairfax County School Board adopts it as part of the FY 
2010 budget process. These savings will help us maintain the programs and services 
that support our mission of excellent student achievement.

EXHIBIT 2

john j-h kim is	ceo	of	the	
district	management	council.	
he	can	be	reached	at	jjhk@
dmcouncil.org.

garrett m. smith is	a	senior	
consultant	at	the	district	
management	council.		
he	can	be	reached	at		
gsmith@dmcouncil.org.		
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Dr. Diane Ullman, superintendent of 
Simsbury Public Schools (Simsbury)  
in Connecticut, has been successful at 
addressing these questions through a 
continuous improvement mindset that 

drives all aspects of Simsbury’s planning. Despite broad 
success in many areas, Ullman felt very strongly that 
there was room to innovate to better meet the needs of 
students by improving the use of district resources. 
Beginning with the district’s special education students, 
Ullman knew that the system needed a fresh look to drive 
higher performance. However, a focus on special education 
forces a hard look at general education, and the pursuit of 
change needs to encompass system-wide thinking. Sims-
bury’s decision to embark on a path that would require 
significant change highlights several key successes in 
district management; this case can give district leaders  
and other key stakeholders insight into service innova-
tion, change management processes, as well as specific  
approaches to improve the quality of special education. 

Simsbury, like many districts, had designed its special 
education programs with a heavy dependence on 
paraprofessionals, in capacities such as behavior 
management, academic support, and social support for 
students with high-functioning autism. None of this, 
however, has been proven to be helpful for a student in 

the long run.i Similarly, the district was putting a lot of 
resources into one-on-one speech and language services 
and reading support, when research demonstrates that 
students develop better proficiency in those areas when 
they learn in a group setting.ii The intentions of the old 
system had been noble: the thought was that if a group 
model helps students, then individual attention must 
be better. But, more recent research and best practice 
models indicated some of Simsbury’s programs had been 
built on outdated assumptions and did not take into 
consideration the cost-benefit tradeoff.

Ullman had been trying to push for change for 
several years. “Nothing that I tried really started a 

How does a leader go about challenging conventional wisdom in a district when things seem  

like they are already well-planned, logical, and based on internal consensus? Further, how do  

you do this in the face of declining resources? Perhaps most importantly, how do you get an  

organization to think about meeting goals by doing things differently, instead of requesting that 

everyone simply do more?

Simsbury Public Schools:  
Innovation through a Rethinking  
of Special Education      

|  BY NATE LEVENSON AND AMY M. SUTHERLAND

Simsbury Public Schools  
Fast Facts  

 	Hartford	County,	CT

  ~5000	students

  5-Year	enrollment	change:	-2.0%

  Per-student	expenditures:	~$12,000

   %	of	expeditures	from	local	revenue:	87.1%	
(excl.	school	construction)

   Percent	of	district	expenditures	used	
on	special	education:	18.3%



different dialogue. I really needed to get leverage, and 
find a way to get the conversation to change about 
special education.” Despite outcomes that were by 
many measures admirable, she was troubled by her 
district’s overall approach, which she felt wasn’t 
maximally serving its students. A long standing District 
Management Council (DMC) member, Ullman brought 
her leadership team into a partnership with DMC in a 
focused consulting effort—a partnership that would 
serve to explore and ultimately adopt opportunities 
that would significantly improve Simsbury’s service to 
special education students and their families, and  
would also improve the delivery of related general 
education services. 

Challenging the Culture: Focus on Practice

What set the district on a course to change its approach 
to special education? It ultimately began with the 
recognition that the quality of Simsbury’s special  
education was being compromised by commonly held 
misconceptions, a comfort with the old way of doing 
things, and concerns that making programmatic 
changes involved too much risk.

Explains Ullman, “I realized I was facing as much of a 
culture problem as a resource problem. My belief is that 
you don’t change culture by working on culture, but by 
changing practice.” To make comprehensive improve-
ments to its special education services, Simsbury had to 
start by determining the nature of the problem that 
existed in the district and sizing the key elements that 
were keeping the current practices in place. The district 
also had the responsibility of communicating to its 
stakeholders that its primary concern throughout the 

process would be improving special education in  
order to better serve students with special needs.

Dr. Ullman was aware that one of the largest  
obstacles to attempting any change would be the old 
system itself. She observed that the current 15-year-old 
system, while constructed with significant thought and 
careful design, was not supported by current best 
practices or backed by the most relevant data. Both 
Ullman and Helen Donaher, Simsbury’s director of 
special services, describe Simsbury’s starting point as 
having “well-intentioned, but misinformed assumptions 
about what is good for kids.” 

The factors keeping Simsbury’s initial special educa-
tion system in place were expansive, and any potential 
changes had significant ramifications for all stakeholders 
in the district. Ullman knew that in order to better serve 
the special education students in Simsbury Public 
Schools, she, in partnership with the leaders of the 
district, as well as principals, teachers, and parents would 
have to communicate a compelling and data-driven 
vision for how Simsbury Public Schools would improve 
the special education program. Armed with a strong 
understanding of the change management process, the 
district was acutely aware of the importance of engaging 
everyone in any potential changes. Says Ullman, “If we 
didn’t get teachers to understand that we were trying to 
do better, we would be lost.” 

Among Simsbury’s top leadership, a decision was 
made to actively pursue better and more innovative 
approaches to the special education system. Ullman 
had seen presentations on DMC’s Special Education 
Opportunities Review process (Figure 1) and was 
intrigued by aspects of the review process. Ullman  
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“I realized I was facing as much 
of a culture problem as a resource 
problem. My belief is that you 
don’t change culture by working 
on culture, but by changing  
practice,” says Ullman.

Second grade students are eager to show Dr. Ullman what they 
have been learning.
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and Donaher determined that their organization had 
the dedication and commitment to serving students, 
but did not have the resources to collect and analyze 
data and explore the best improvements it could  
make to its programs. Through the Special Education 
Opportunities Review, Simsbury was able to review its 
special education data in relation to best practices.  
The leadership was able to examine the existing 
situation and build understanding and buy-in to  
pursue recommendations for systemic improvements.  

Building Understanding:  
Objectivity and the Importance of Data

Having the chance to reflect on relevant data is an 
important step in building understanding for change. 
As Helen Donaher notes, “In special education, we 
always have a lot of data around us, but we weren’t  
used to looking at it in a way that really helped rethink 
opportunities to improve services.” Betsy Gunsalus, 
director of elementary curriculum, reflects, “The 

DMC team brought two main sources  
of value to the ongoing discussion in 
Simsbury: first, a hard look at data in a 
different way than we were used to, and 
second, a logical process to guide the 
district through new recommendations, 
decision-making, and implementation.” 
Ullman notes that DMC’s presentation 
to a key stakeholder group—the Sims-
bury Board of Education—convinced 
the district that the new approach  
was the right one, and allowed public 
commentary to support forward progress.

In addition to the research, analysis, 
and guidance of the overall process, 
DMC’s role in the partnership was also 
to support understanding, communica-
tions, and objective listening within the 
district. The process began with the 
DMC team conducting a thorough 
review of Simsbury’s current offerings. 
This stage included the collection of 
data and statistics, interviews, classroom 
visits, and surveys of parents, IEP teams, 
and administrators. Second, the team 

analyzed all of the data against various local, state, and 
national benchmarks; they also looked for correlations 
and trends across the different types of data collected. 
Finally, Simsbury leaders and the DMC team shared 
results and recommendations and, most importantly, 
facilitated the planning of implementation. The process 
was tailored specifically to the needs of Simsbury, and it 
was essential that all stakeholders had an opportunity 
to voice their opinion. 

The data component of Simsbury’s special education 
review was perhaps the most important tool in enhanc-
ing understanding throughout the district. For school 
districts, data-driven inquiry and analysis, when col-
lected and used conscientiously in a review process, has 
great potential to de-politicize the conversation and keep 
the focus on objective, student-focused terms. “Uncover-
ing the problem through the use of data was really 
helpful. The data analysis DMC did wasn’t something  
I had the resources to put together,” says Ullman.

Specifically, the team was able to examine trends and 
outliers, and provide Simsbury an ability to look at its 

FIGURE 1
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practices through benchmarking—in this case, taking  
a number of like districts on a variety of special 
education topics and showing the district how it 
compared. DMC was able to collect information in a 
number of domains—staffing ratios, student achieve-
ment, spending allotments, special education criteria—
and allow Simsbury to make decisions about its programs. 
In its final report, DMC included recommendations for 
Simsbury based on the data collected, but the report 
also allowed the data to speak for itself. Given data of 
similar districts as well as state and national benchmarks, 
Simsbury became well-informed about potential improve-
ments it could make to its special education programming.

It was also essential that in the course of the special  
education review, the district be conscious of both the 
major internal and external dynamics that would affect 
any moves it might make. The process would have to 
engage both those making the decisions as well as those 
served by the decisions. Ultimately, the key decision-
making would be an internal process conducted by the 
leaders of the district, but it was important for Simsbury 
Public Schools to create district-wide awareness cultivated 
through clear communication and feedback access points 
for all stakeholders. The district had a responsibility to 
clearly communicate its agenda and concerns as well as 
communicate with each stakeholder group throughout the 
process. It had to balance a variety of its own competing 
concerns—student achievement, service to students, 
financial limitations, effectiveness of programs—while also 
tailoring its approach and response to address the concerns 
of everyone who would be affected by the process.

To create more awareness and understanding, it was 
also valuable that stakeholders had an opportunity to 
voice their opinion to an objective party, one of DMC’s 
primary functions. Ullman, Donaher, and Gunsalus all 
cite having an objective third party as an important 
factor in the process; having the objectivity of an 
outsider increased the district’s capacity to understand 
its current systems. Bringing in an outsider can help 
diffuse some of the tensions that occur when attempt-
ing to alter any sort of long-standing system. Says 
Ullman of the dynamic of using a third party in this 
process, “There’s no blame-placing; it’s not punitive.  
It’s more about saying,‘Here’s the real deal.’ You let  
data drive the conversation.”

Another important aspect of contemplating change 

was fostering a culture that included active listening 
and thoughtful consideration. Just as Simsbury Public 
Schools’ management team was striving to be receptive 
to new data, Simsbury also understood that it must be 
receptive to input from all stakeholders. The team 
understood that listening and giving everyone a say  
was one of the most important ways to mobilize the 
community to become involved in improving the 
system. Further, giving as many stakeholders as possible 
the opportunity to voice their opinion would serve the 
district by continually reminding it of the diverse 
priorities that would have to be managed throughout 
the change process. Ullman recalls that this was one of 
the most important steps to both fostering understanding 
and communicating with stakeholders in the district. 

“There’s no way around taking the time to listen to 
people and providing honest answers. The one-on-one 
interviewing with paraprofessionals, teachers, parents, 
and principals—the time to talk, for each of them to 
have a say, and to have it done confidentially, was 
critical. I really haven’t had many people saying, ‘but 
you don’t really understand’ because they did have a 
say. They felt heard in the process. This was a critical 
step for us, and it can’t be rushed,” said Ullman.  

Turning Understanding into Real Change

Simsbury had moved from a peripheral awareness of 
possible opportunities that existed to a data collection 
and analysis process that engaged stakeholders and 
enhanced understanding. A needed next step in the 
change management process was to move the district 
from understanding to actual “buy-in” by those 

“The team understood that 
listening and giving everyone  
a say was one of the most  
important ways to mobilize the 
community to become involved  
in improving the system.”  
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affected by proposed changes and further to  
implementation.

Upon completing its analysis, DMC presented 
Simsbury with a detailed report that combined the 
results of all of its data collection methods. The report 
was organized into two sections—a series of commen-
dations for Simsbury regarding its achievements with its 
special education programs and a series of opportunities 
for improvement that DMC had also recognized. The 
commendations were admirable; Simsbury continues  
to do well at many things. First, academic achievement 
of students with special needs is improving and the 
achievement gap is narrowing. Second, inclusion is 
embraced in both theory and practice. Third, the 
Simsbury Public Schools meet the needs of nearly all 
children in-district. Fourth, the district provides very 
high levels of service and has a commitment to going 
above and beyond. And last but not least, Simsbury’s 
staff have a passion and commitment to ensure that 
students with special needs achieve academically, 
socially, and emotionally at high levels.

Based on the data and recommendations by DMC, 
Simsbury chose to focus on three specific areas:

 1. Overuse of paraprofessionals, which leads to less 
student independence and less instruction from  
certified teachers. 

2. Overuse of speech and language services,  
which pulls students unnecessarily from 
core instruction and diverts them from 
the reading help that they really need. 

3. Insufficient and less effective than 
desired reading intervention and reme-
diation. In Simsbury, roughly 22% of 
Kindergarten through Grade 5 students 
got supplemental support, but it wasn’t 
based on best practices. Reading is the 
gateway to all learning, and lack of 
reading was the cause of an above aver-
age rate of students with special needs.

A major element sustaining the culture 
that became apparent when Simsbury 
began analyzing the opportunities was  
the sheer momentum of the old system. 
Ullman recounts that she had tried to 
reduce the number of paraprofessionals, 

but every year, the number would either return to its 
initial level or increase. “I never got it to budge because 
the model in our heads told us that ‘this is how we take 
care of children.’”

Regarding reading, the Simsbury data showed high 
rates of referral and eligibility in grades K-2, high rates 
of learning disability and speech impairment, and very 
high rates of speech and language services. Fundamen-
tally, Simsbury understood that these were all students 
struggling with reading, and that a comprehensive 
reading program with intensive remediation and 
intervention will not only help these students, but also 
reduce special education costs.ii Illustrated in Figure 3, 
creating one best-practice program for reading inter-
vention instead of the myriad offerings today would not 
only improve the delivery of reading instruction, but also 
could positively impact the financial resources used.

The third main area of change addressed speech and 
language services. As seen in Figure 2, the district has  
a higher than typical number of students diagnosed 
with speech impairments and more students receiving 
speech and language services. These services also 
continue at a higher than typical rate at the secondary 
level. Case loads for speech and language therapists are 
also low versus peer districts. Either the district has 
more students with speech and language issues or the 
district has more expansive eligibility criteria. Recom-

FIGURE 2

Incidence of Special Needs Per 100 Students

Simsbury
Like  

Communities Difference

Learning disability 5.6 3.5 60%

Speech impairment 2.8 2.2 27%

Other health impairment 1.8 2.2 -18%

Autism 1.1 0.9 22%

Other disabilities 0.7 0.6 17%

Emotional disturbance 0.6 0.6 0%

Intellectual disability 0.5 0.3 67%

Total students in  
special education 13.0 10.4 25%

Source; Simsbury/DMC
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mendations centered primarily around development of 
measurable and uniform criteria.

At this point in the process, Simsbury had the 
challenge of turning understanding and awareness into 
buy-in and real solutions for the district. The district 
had the burden of proving to its stakeholders that any 
recommendations that it decided to pursue would 
improve the programs for special education students 
and not deteriorate an already heavily burdened  
staff, budget, and sense of parental faith.

Ullman was well aware of the challenges of  
presenting a compelling vision of an improved special 
education program in a way that would engage stake-
holders. It would require the district to communicate 
clearly in language and terms that could be understood 
by all stakeholders with a focus on the factors driving 
the district to want to improve. It was necessary that 
the stakeholders understand the “Why?” driving all  
of the changes. “In a community like ours,” states 
Ullman, “we teach parents to believe in what we  
were doing. [To successfully implement any changes]  

we had to know that what we were planning was going 
to be better.”

One of the approaches to foster buy-in has been an 
internal effort on the part of district leadership. While 
the desired end result is to create a system that will 
function better and improve the quality of special 
education, creating change and buy-in simultaneously 
can be difficult for those who have to respond to 
demands that can initially and temporarily increase 
their workload. Ullman describes one of her biggest 
responsibilities as the district is undergoing changes as 
“keeping the vision for what we’re trying to do better, 
and keeping it visible and making it palpable so we’re 
willing to endure some discomfort while we get there.”

The district is utilizing a few specific approaches in 
order to continue to foster understanding and encour-
age district-wide buy-in. The first is continuing to  
let data and best practices drive the conversation.  
Dr. Ullman characterizes one aspect of the old  
special education system as the following: “[Our data] 
indicated that our response to kids who weren’t  

FIGURE 3
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learning was to put them in special education classes.” 
Instead, the district could focus on avoiding this need 
altogether by increasing reading intervention and 
remediation early on—a best practice effort. An 
example of a systemic improvement, the revised 
approach to reading should not only reduce the number 
of students who need special education services, but it 
should also reduce staffing needs, scheduling complex-
ity, and allow funds to be allocated strategically to other 
student needs. Says Gunsalus, “We haven’t actually 
faced many barriers in pursuing this. The biggest 
challenge is defining future roles and responsibilities  
as we bring changes down to the teacher level.”

Another important aspect of fostering buy-in is 
allowing stakeholders to see the district moving forward 
strategically and consistently. Says Ullman, “One 
critical piece … is setting up timelines and expecta-
tions for when things will get done. This will help us 
stay the course with the optimism that we can actually 
do this.” This is particularly crucial in transition periods 
when new programs are not fully in place. The comfort 
of the old system is gone, and there is concern about 
what might be ahead. These are the times when 
districts must communicate and act clearly and consis-
tently. Ullman cautions that this can be a confusing time 
because the process of change for a school district is by 
no means cut-and-dried. “This is not a linear process,” 
Ullman emphasizes, “I am constantly reminded of how 
strong the pull is to regress back to old practices.” 
However, with clear guidelines and timelines, Donaher  
is hopeful that even the most cautious of stakeholders 
will be able to see the district’s accomplishments and an 
endpoint to the challenges of transition. Donaher also 
notes that the overall process has been successful with 
internal audiences, but that families are simply harder  
to convince and need more time.

Ownership of Change: The Role of Innovation

“Innovative solutions to drive continuous improve-
ment” seems to capture the Simsbury leadership  
team’s approach to management. Each of the solutions 
being pursued by Simsbury is an innovation to enhance 
performance. Simsbury is still in the process of finaliz-
ing the implementation of several of the changes the 
district decided to make, but real ownership over the 
initiatives is apparent. Ullman views the fall and  
winter of this school year as a crucial point of imple-
mentation—the ‘tipping point’ where new programs 
will start to meet needs. In that sense, the district  
is transitioning from a point of buy-in to complete 
ownership as the innovative ideas begin to show real 
performance results.

To ensure the smoothness of this transition, Ullman 
is continuing to push forward, keeping many of the 
same principles and strategies that she has used to help 
drive these efforts. The district will continue to focus 
on systems improvement—data-driven initiatives that 
focus on improving student achievement, parental 
satisfaction, and staffing while making the system more 
efficient and reducing costs. The process will continue 
to require the patience of its stakeholders, because it 
takes time to restructure and rebuild programs and 
processes. However, the district is able to move forward 
with the confidence that the new system, in addition to 
being well-intentioned, is also well-informed and will 
have a much greater capacity to serve the stakeholders 
within the district than it did before.

Key Reflections on the Process

Ullman speaks very highly of the process that the dis-
trict has gone through, and is able to see the way that 
improving one system in the district has the potential 
to improve other systems. She emphasizes that Sims-
bury’s use of data to drive conversations and decision-
making during its special education review has affected 
the way they approach other discussions and decisions. 
She sees this change as an overall improvement of her 
school district’s leadership capacity. 

Asked to reflect on the process her district has  
undergone so far, she has several observations and  
recommendations for districts struggling with the  
similar issues. Ullman stresses that it is important to 

“This is not a linear process. I 
am constantly reminded of how 
strong the pull is to regress back 
to old practices,” says Ullman.
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take action. “I wish I had started this process three 
years ago!” she explains, referring to how difficult it can 
be to find the momentum to begin a comprehensive 
review process. Nevertheless, she cautions that while 
targets, timelines, and data are sufficient to set the ball 
rolling, real acceptance for change only arrives once 
the results support the theory.

Ullman also emphasizes the importance of maintain-
ing a service mindset by articulating vision and purpose 
and taking the time to communicate clearly and 
specifically to the most crucial stakeholders. She feels 
that parents were a key part of her district’s transition 
from awareness of its needs to implementation of new 
programs. Her advice: “Keep parents an active part of 
the process, and help them understand what you are 
doing and why.”

It is also important to keep in mind that the  
process of systemic improvement in Simsbury took 
the involvement of key players and realizations within 
the entire system. Ullman cites a wide range of factors 
when reflecting on Simsbury’s success-to-date. She  
specifically credits the enthusiasm and coherence of 
Helen Donaher, Betsy Gunsalus, and other key individuals; 
Simsbury’s board members’ support; her own commit-
ment; the community’s desire to improve services; the 
team approach of all of the top leaders in the district; 
the recognition of the problem as cultural and technical; 
the decision to address beliefs and practices; and the 
use of benchmarking data. All of these factors helped 
drive the effort and inform the decisions that the  

district and its stakeholders made from 
the beginning through the implementa-
tion of new programs rolling out this  
fall and winter.

Conclusion

The case study of Simsbury Public 
Schools presents a compelling example 
of a district moving to improve its 
offerings by increasing its openness to 
innovation despite functioning systems 
with significant momentum and support. 
To change a system, districts must take 
a systematic approach as Simsbury did. 
This includes a process that focuses on 
pursuing deep understanding of the  

problem, using data to craft solutions, and enlisting  
the buy-in of leadership all the way from the top leaders 
of the district to those who teach or have children in 
related programs. This requires leadership sustained by 
a compelling vision of an improved student education, 
with a leadership team that is willing to engage all stake-
holders and incorporate major stakeholder concerns 
into solutions. The process is not simple or linear as 
the case of Simsbury illustrates, but the time has never 
been more opportune to systematically, comprehen-
sively, and innovatively approach the way we serve 
students with special needs.

i  Guidelines for selecting alternatives to over reliance on paraprofessionals by Giangreco 
and Broer, US Office of Special Education, March 2003.

ii  Rennie Center for Education Research and Policy, Seeking Effective Policies and 
Practices for Students with Special Needs, Spring 2009.
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A
s Secretary Duncan’s articulation of the 
national challenge illustrates, our pursuit 
of improved teaching and learning has 
shifted in response to research findings 
and outcomes data: the pursuit of “highly 

qualified teachers” has transitioned to a pursuit of 
“teacher effectiveness.” Race to the Top and the ESEA 
Blueprint ask states and local districts to establish  
definitions of teacher effectiveness “that are based in 
significant part on student growth and also include 
other measures, such as classroom observations of  
practice.” No single measure of student learning,  
standardized test or otherwise, is a complete or fair 
measure of what students learn or how teachers teach.

This discussion is not a new one. Since A Nation at 
Risk was released in 1983, captivating the dialogue of 
education reform, a focus on teacher quality has been 
at the forefront of discussions by practitioners and 
researchers alike. However, a second paradigm—that  
of teacher effectiveness—has existed nearly as long. 
Released by the Task Force on Teaching as a Profession 
in 1986, A Nation Prepared focused on teaching 
professionalism and the notion of the highly effective 
teacher. A focus on improving teacher effectiveness 
forces us to look at student performance outcomes 
instead of teacher characteristics or qualifications. 

Over the last fifty years, education research has 
focused significant resources and attention on  
understanding which teacher characteristics and  
qualifications drive classroom success.

Unfortunately, research has not been able to paint  
a picture where certain qualifications lead to student 
success. Broad categories of qualifications, like teacher 
preparation (including coursework, selectivity of  
sending institution, certification type, test scores and 
more), have been sliced in many ways to find nuggets  
of predictive information, mostly with little success. 
Further, since the No Child Left Behind Act’s stipula-
tions have resulted in a Highly Qualified Teacher in  
the vast majority of classrooms, where does the  
conversation progress from here?

The recent Race to the Top competitive grant process 
has provided a catalyst for new thinking and practical 
approaches to teacher effectiveness, and has helped 
shed light on current opportunities nationwide. Teacher 
effectiveness is a central tenet in each of the four “core 
assurances” of the program, which include college and 
career-ready standards and assessments, teacher 
effectiveness and equitable distribution of effective 
teachers, data systems to support student growth and 
evaluation, and support and interventions for turning 
around the nation’s lowest performing schools.  

Of the 41 states responding to the first round of the 
Race to the Top competition, only about half of the 
states had quantitative growth models in place or in 
progress.  Growth models are data models to track  
student achievement growth over time, allowing  
deeper analysis of teacher effectiveness trends. The 
status demonstrates that nationally, the country is  
still in the early stages of incorporating quantitative 

From Teacher Quality to Effectiveness:
Developing a Systemic Approach

|  NICHOLAS P. MORGAN

“Our challenge is to make sure every child in America is learning from an effective teacher—no 

matter what it takes. So today, I ask you to join President Obama and me in a new commitment  

to results that recognizes and rewards success in the classroom and is rooted in our common 

obligation to children.”  

– Secretary Arne Duncan in a speech to the NEA, July 2, 2009
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student achievement outcomes in myriad applications 
for improved district management. Round one of  
Race to the Top also demonstrated a shift in the way 
qualitative teacher effectiveness data are being gath-
ered. Of the 41 first-round respondents, only ten states 
differentiated teacher effectiveness using multiple  
rating categories. The current pass/fail rating categories  
that are commonplace do not allow for nuanced 
information to help improve teacher support and other 
related district services. Nationally, the country is still 
in the early stages of incorporating improved methods 
of collecting qualitative student achievement outcomes 
for human capital management. This article and its 
corresponding toolkit address approaches for combining 
qualitative and quantitative teacher effectiveness 
measures to improve a district’s evaluation systems.

Evidence from teacher effectiveness research continues 
to underscore the importance of great teaching: an 
effective teacher can quickly change the academic 
trajectory of a student and an ineffective teacher risks 
derailing progress. Research also continues to show that 
teacher effectiveness is highly variable. Rather than 
continuing to search for evidence of what does work,  
a growing emphasis in the national dialogue is on 

policy reform based on evidence of practices that don’t 
work. For instance, should districts continue to invest 
in qualifications that have no demonstrable effect on 
student outcomes?  

Research conducted by Robert Gordon, Doug Staiger, 
and Tom Kane has been instrumental in drawing out 
some key insights regarding teacher effectiveness.1 First, 
we should recognize that while small variances may 
exist between different categories of teacher qualifica-
tions, the bigger issue is the broad distribution of 
effectiveness within each category. For instance, whereas 
teacher certification predicts little about a teacher’s 
overall effectiveness, variance within categories of 
certification is broad. This research underscores a few 
key conclusions, all demonstrating how much effective 
teaching matters for student achievement outcomes.  

The research conclusion that past performance is 
predictive of future performance serves as one of the 
underpinnings for the increased use of value-added data 
in teacher evaluations. Breaking out performance 
categories allows us to focus on what we should do to  
1) shift the curves and 2) manage the shape of the 
performance distribution. Importantly, as shown in 
Figure 1 below, districts need to ask some hard  

FIGURE 1
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questions regarding overall district strategy as they 
tackle systemic pursuits of teacher effectiveness. If we 
consider a generic performance distribution, at least 
three broad categories with corresponding strategic 
questions emerge: 1) the most effective teachers, 2) the 
broad middle, and 3) the least effective teachers. Once 
identified, what should the district’s role be in managing 
these distinct groups? While most districts are likely to 
answer “We need to do all three,” the more difficult 
questions arise when thinking about prioritization and 
sequencing. What should the district tackle first? When 
resources are limited, what should our priority be?

This begs the question: how do we manage the 
effectiveness curve? Is our goal to shift the entire  
curve to the right, or is it to fundamentally alter the 
shape of the distribution? How should we allocate our 
resources accordingly?

A widely-read report entitled The Widget Effect 
from the New Teacher Project has been an additional 
national catalyst in helping define concrete issues to 
improve teacher effectiveness.2

First, the overall notion that many district functions 
are often run without taking performance into account 
signals the scope of the opportunity that improved 
performance data might yield. Such functions as 
recruitment, placement, professional development, 
compensation, retention, and layoffs are rarely man-
aged using teacher performance, if at all. In practice, 
the “widget effect” is characterized by institutional 
indifference to variations in teacher performance.

Teacher evaluation systems reflect and reinforce  
this indifference in several ways. The Widget Effect 
has helped a dialogue to emerge around five systemic 
deficiencies. They are:

• All teachers are rated good or great

• Excellence goes unrecognized

• Inadequate professional development

• No special attention to novices

• Poor performance goes unaddressed

Each of these issues helps to inform an opportunity 
for district leadership to rethink how teacher effective-

FIGURE 2
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ness is managed. How good is our teacher evaluation 
system? How well is it implemented? Does the perfor-
mance data from our evaluation system inform the 
delivery of professional development? How do we 
allocate our development resources to those most in 
need, including novice teachers or those struggling? 
How do we reward our most effective talent?

Teacher Effectiveness as a System

The importance of a robust evaluation system has been 
a recent focus of major district reform agendas, often 
with significant national attention. How does the 
evaluation process play into the larger question of 
teacher effectiveness? How do we actually define and 
measure what an effective teacher looks like? In order 
to further define and structure the pursuit of teacher 
effectiveness reforms, DMC’s framework, shown in 
Figure 2, lays out key human capital components, with 
an emphasis on the role played by good evaluation 
tools and processes.

As the framework shows, teacher effectiveness in its 
entirety is a far-reaching topic that addresses most 
human capital elements that involve teachers. From 
the moment a prospective teacher begins his/her 
training to the day that teacher exits the profession, 
each stage offers an opportunity for the district to 
rethink how it can improve and support teacher 
performance and student outcomes.

Overall, districts should begin by defining what 
success looks like for the system overall, as well as more 
specifically for key stages in a teacher’s career progres-
sion. For example, how do you really measure how 
successful your induction program is? How closely tied 
is that measurement to student outcomes? DMC focuses 
significant attention on the power of outcomes-based 
management, and teacher effectiveness is no exception.  
Articulating specific performance goals and managing 
toward real results allows the district to focus its 
resources and measure progress. For DMC, these 
performance goals should span student achievement  
as well as operational and financial effectiveness. 
Ultimately, for teacher effectiveness to be managed 
cohesively, the district will need a common vision  
and articulation of what effective teaching looks like, 
allowing teachers and administrators alike to pursue  
a common goal.

As introduced above, improving teacher effectiveness 
can no longer be a conversation simply about pursuing 

different teacher qualifications. Districts must manage 
performance more actively on an ongoing basis, and 
allocate limited resources in a more strategic manner. 
“Performance management” is a buzz phrase used in a 
variety of ways in education. DMC thinks of perfor-
mance management as a collection of activities that 
seek to increase the overall performance of the district 
toward clear systemic goals. For teacher effectiveness, 
performance management must be driven by the 
teacher evaluation “engine”, which in turn drives a 
variety of related human capital processes. Performance 
management processes need to be supported by data 
systems that support putting key information and 
insights in decision-makers’ hands.

From an ongoing process perspective, performance 
management includes a focus on the delivery of 
targeted professional development to support teachers’ 
growth and development. Districts have a significant 
opportunity to rethink how professional development  
is delivered, shifting toward models where professional 
development is aligned more closely with the district’s 
vision for effective teaching. A vision of managing 
teacher effectiveness as a support system versus one 
that has a punitive focus is critically dependent on its 
orientation to professional development. 

Performance management also includes managing 
incentives, such as rethinking compensation and 
recognition. While not the focus of this Spotlight, 
compensation reform continues to evolve nationally, 
with a variety of models being evaluated. Districts are 
exploring and implementing innovative combinations  

“Districts have a significant 
opportunity to rethink how  
professional development is  
delivered, shifting toward  
models where professional  
development is aligned more 
closely with the district’s  
vision for effective teaching.”
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of performance-based financial bonuses, as well as 
considering using performance to modify base pay 
models such as traditional “steps and lanes” schedules. 

Additionally, as the Race to the Top core assurance 
states, teacher effectiveness is also about the equitable 
distribution of effective teachers. Performance manage-
ment processes should also enable a discussion to address 
the intentional distribution of the most effective 
teachers across the district. Staffing models should also 
be well informed by the data generated from robust 
teacher evaluation systems. Finally, additional policy-
related decisions such as tenure policy should also be 
based on rigorous analysis of teacher effectiveness data.

A Focus on the Evaluation System

Successful evaluation systems need two main compo-
nents: 1) a set of tools, including rubrics and scoring 
mechanisms, and 2) a good process to drive timely use 
of the tool with fidelity. Districts may reflect on their 
current practices and find that they have one but not 
the other. A poor tool will not yield effectiveness 
insights for the teacher or district, and a poor process 
may yield low compliance, low fidelity, problems with 
inter-rater reliability, high confusion, and more. A good 
set of tools should provide useful information to support 
key decisions in the overall scope of teacher effective-
ness. It should be evaluative, but it should also be 
developmental. Further, it should be simple enough  
to be understood and used without misinterpretation. 
Perhaps the most important hallmark of a good process 
is that it is actually followed with fidelity. How would 
you rate your district?

Many districts may find that both the tools and the 
process of teacher evaluation need a second look. 

While there is no single established “best practice”  
for teacher evaluation, guidance for structural consider-
ations is becoming more commonplace. For instance, 
the New Teacher Project recommends six design 
principles:3 1) an annual process, 2) clear, rigorous 
expectations, 3) multiple measures, 4) multiple ratings, 
5) regular feedback, and 6) significance.  

Regarding process, frequency of evaluation has been 
identified as a significant issue. Data from the National 
Center for Teacher Quality on collective bargaining 
agreements has highlighted the variability and infre-
quency of teacher evaluations in the country’s fifty 
largest school districts.4 For tenured teachers, only 17 
districts require evaluations at least once a year. For 
untenured teachers, the number of districts receiving 
annual evaluations only rises to 26. How the process is 
conducted is also of great interest to the broader 
teacher effectiveness pursuit.

Do the measurement approaches (typically classroom 
observations) have sufficient rigor or frequency to 
conduct a truly useful evaluation?   

Regarding the tools, the structure of the evaluation 
rubric itself is the source of significant attention in 
districts nationwide. Many evaluation models exist that 
have received significant attention for their structures, 
but little consensus exists regarding a single preferred 
approach. More comprehensive models may have a 
higher number of indicators, but may sacrifice ease of 
use. Conversely, a district may prioritize simplicity to 
encourage frequency of implementation or a low time 
burden on staff. Districts may want to modify an 
existing structure to adapt to local context and needs. 
Finally, is there a possibility to broaden the use of other 
qualitative measurement approaches such as peer or 
student surveys? Further detail on these structural 
design elements are addressed in the accompanying 
DMC toolkit item: How to Design a Multidimensional 
Teacher Evaluation System.

Many typical teacher evaluation forms are constructed 
on a “pass/fail” basis, which does not allow for a more 
granular understanding of performance, and does not 
allow for more nuanced teacher support. What the tool 
itself measures should be scrutinized to match the 
district’s vision for effective teaching.

Finally, as districts look to redesign performance 
measurement, it is important to consider what the  
core stakeholder group involved—the teachers —think 
about the topic. Survey data shows that what teachers 

“For a fuller picture of teacher 
effectiveness, it is important  
to combine qualitative measures 
of teacher practice with  
quantitative measures of student 
achievement outcomes.”
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consider accurate performance measures may surprise 
you. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, in  
conjunction with Scholastic and Harris Interactive, 
surveyed forty thousand teachers in 2009, asking them 
their views on the accuracy of various performance 
measures.5 Interestingly, traditional principal observa-
tion and review ranked roughly mid-pack for accuracy 
as a performance measurement approach, with about 
20% of teachers reporting it as “very accurate.” Regard-
ing quantitative data, teachers appeared reluctant to 
embrace achievement status as a measure, ranking it 
lowest of all measures in terms of accuracy. However, 
using student achievement growth over the course  
of an academic year was the second-most accurate 
measure listed, with 55% of respondents calling the 
measure “very accurate.” The most accurate measure, 
reported by 60% of survey respondents to be “very 
accurate,” was student engagement, although it was  
not clear which specific measurement protocols the 
teachers had in mind.

Quantitative & Qualitative Measures

Historically, most teacher evaluations have focused on 
teacher practice only, using a set of qualitative measure-
ment approaches such as classroom evaluations and 
artifact analysis. For a fuller picture of teacher effective-
ness, it is important to combine qualitative measures of 
teacher practice with quantitative measures of student 
achievement outcomes. The national dialogue has 
recently centered significantly on quantitative metrics  
to track teacher effectiveness. With high-profile stories 
capturing national headlines – such as workforce reduc-
tions in Washington, D.C. based largely on quantitative 
teacher effectiveness data, or the LA Times’ report on the 
Los Angeles Unified School District’s teacher performance 
using value-added data, the debate over appropriate use  
of student achievement data in teacher evaluations has 
been raging. At the heart of this debate are value-added 
statistical models, which attribute a portion of student 
achievement growth over time to a specific factor such as 
a school, teacher, or program. This article addresses these 
models in further detail below. 

FIGURE 3
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The federal Race to the Top program has served  
as a catalyst for this conversation, as states devoted 
significant effort to include quantitative measures for 
academic growth in their plans. Importantly, despite 
apparent agreement that multiple measures are a good 
thing, there is little consensus about the weight that 
qualitative or quantitative measures should be given  
in a teacher’s summative evaluation. Many states, such 
as Tennessee, Rhode Island, and Florida set requirements 
that at least half of the total be student achievement-
based. The Washington D.C. public school system, 
with its innovative IMPACT teacher evaluation 
program, has no less than twenty different categories of 
evaluations for different groups of employees, each with 
different weighting of quantitative and qualitative 
components. Almost by definition, district evaluation 
systems that combine teacher practice and student 
achievement evaluation components are new, and a 
knowledge-base about the how these systems actually 
works in practice is still nascent.

The challenge that districts face in combining 
qualitative data regarding teacher practice and  
quantitative data on student achievement outcomes  
is that the stories these data sets tell regarding teacher 
effectiveness might be very different at the outset. In  
a world such as the one described in The Widget Effect, 
where teachers predominantly get high marks for 
performance, how will the system react to a conflicting 
picture based on student achievement data? This 
potential conflict is demonstrated in Figure 3. With 
fundamentally different performance distributions 
possible from quantitative and qualitative measurement 
approaches, districts must focus on developing systems 
to bring the distributions in line with one another. 
Essentially, this illustrative example underscores a 
significant research agenda for the coming years: which 
qualitative measurements and systems actually correlate 
with student achievement outcomes? While selective 
studies have been conducted on specific evaluation 
rubrics, this field of study has little widespread practical 
research to guide new rubric design for qualitative 
measures to correlate with student achievement 
outcomes. For example, in Hamilton County, Tennessee, 
where a new evaluation system is being implemented, 
the district will investigate correlation to the state’s 
value-added system (TVAAS) over the coming year 
and adjust the system based on its findings.

Another good example of how this challenge needs  
to be managed is in New Haven, Connecticut, where  
the district received significant media praise for its 
collaborative effort with the union to redesign the 
teacher evaluation system. The new system gives 
teachers a summative ranking on a one-to-five scale on 
two dimensions: 1) Instructional Practice and Profes-
sional Values (weighted 80%/20%) and 2) Student 
Learning Growth. In this type of structure, it is possible 
that a teacher be given a low rating for Instructional 
Practice and Professional Values, but demonstrate high 
growth for their students. Conversely, it is possible for a 
teacher to demonstrate high scores for Instructional 
Practice and Professional Values, but have little student 
growth. In either situation, focused policy review needs 
to be conducted outside the context of the specific 
teacher’s evaluation, to determine why such a mismatch 
is occurring and what, if anything, needs to be corrected. 
In New Haven, the individual ratings will also be 
reviewed to ensure that the given rating in these 
situations is fair and accurate based on evidence shared 
by the instructional manager and teacher. Individual 
ratings may be adjusted for unfairness or inconsistency.

Using Quantitative Student Achievement  
Data in Evaluations

Many districts have acknowledged the need to have a 
greater connection between their evaluation systems 
and student outcomes in order to measure and improve 
overall teacher effectiveness. However, how this should 
take place and with which data has been the subject of 
intense scrutiny and debate recently. First, the usual 
caveats apply. Only certain subjects are tested, and 
even then, the overall quality of the insights is depen-
dent on appropriate test design.

“Achievement” or “status” data compares results of a 
snapshot in time to a benchmark, and therefore offers 
few real insights for individual teacher effectiveness. 
Likewise, “improvement” data, which looks at the 
change in these snapshots over time, measures the 
academic performance over time, but for different 
cohorts of students, so again offers few real insights for 
the effectiveness of any individual teacher. Beginning 
significantly with changes to Adequate Yearly Progress 
measurement under the No Child Left Behind Act, 
growth has increasingly become the focus of the 
national dialogue. The use of the term “growth model” 
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can encompass different analytical approaches, how-
ever, and much recent attention has been focused on 
“value-added” models which some consider a subset of 
growth methodologies.

Generally speaking, growth models track the test 
scores of the same students from one period to the next. 
For example, gain scores can be computed to compare 
the performance of the current year’s fourth graders 
with that of the same group of students last year, when 
they were in third grade. However, growth models 
usually do not control for student or school background 
factors, and therefore they do not attempt to address 
which specific factors are responsible for student 
growth. This is the goal of value-added models, which 
are complex statistical models that isolate the effect of 
a teacher, program, or school. Further adding to the 
complexity is the fact that many different value-added 
models are being used across the country.

Value-added models have been the source of most  
of the scrutiny and debate surrounding such prominent 
endeavors at the Washington D.C. public schools, the 
LA Times exposé on LAUSD, and similar freedom-

of-information act requests by various media outlets  
for data from the New York City Department of  
Education. While beyond the scope of this Spotlight, 
understanding value-added models is a complex endeav-
or. The criticism few would disagree with is that these 
approaches are best debated by professional statisticians. 

So, what exactly is a value-added model? Value-added 
is the difference between two “possible outcomes”:  
1) the observed outcome the teacher (and school) 
actually experienced and, 2) the expected outcome 
given an “average teacher experience” or given the 
student’s latent academic growth rate. In other words, 
value-added is equal to the actual growth minus the 
predicted growth. We want to see value-added scores 
that are above the prediction.

Many strengths and weaknesses have been addressed 
with specific value-added modeling approaches, but 
DMC remains optimistic that this type of quantitative  
approach to measuring teacher effectiveness is a valuable 
addition to a suite of measurement components. 
Pursuing a new, more informed way of measuring 
teacher effectiveness, and using that data to improve  

FIGURE 4

DMC’s 10 Steps for a New Teacher Evaluation System

1. Change the Discussion & Involve Many Stakeholders 

5. Assign Clear Roles and Responsibilities in Evaluation Process

6. Train Evaluators & Communicate Expectations Broadly

7. Conduct Observations, Evaluations & Individualized Responses

8. Move from Pilot to full Implementation, if applicable

9. Integrate Data to Track Evaluation Insights

10. Refine Human Capital practices based on Emerging Insights

4. Incorporate into Systemic Human Capital practices (e.g. PD)

3. Choose a Multi-Measure Evaluation System, Customized by Position

2. Articulate Vision of Effective Teaching
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overall systemic management is an innovation in the 
world of K-12 leadership and management.

As DMC has highlighted in past work, innovation 
requires testing and refinement, and the use of value-
added methods to improve teacher effectiveness should 
be pursued with an innovation mindset.

Further, the recent decision by the Department of 
Education’s What Works Clearinghouse to modify the 
definition of “gold standard” research will allow greater 
use and application of quasi-experimental research 
methods like value-added modeling. Value-added 
modeling can be used to pursue policy insights for 
human capital dimensions such as tenure, recruiting, 
staffing, and compensation policies, all of which are 
critical components of the performance management 
system outlined above.

Developing and Implementing a Teacher  
Effectiveness System

As shown in Figure 4, DMC has designed a process for 
districts to pursue a more robust teacher effectiveness 
program that emphasizes the systemic nature of teacher 
evaluations. The first two steps are critical for laying 
the foundation of a new system in the district. First, 
districts need to change the nature of the discussion 
about teacher effectiveness in the district and involve a 
broad range of stakeholders in that discussion. Second, 
districts should articulate a clear vision of what great 
teaching should represent.  

The third step in the process is to create a multi-
measure evaluation system that assesses how well the 
vision for great teaching is being met. The brief toolkit 
exercise included in this magazine is intended to stir 
critical thinking for this process. Decisions need to  
be made as to which qualitative and quantitative 
measures to use, who will gather this information, how 
and how often it will be gathered, and how much weight  
to ascribe to the various measures chosen. DMC offers 
more in-depth tools for supporting this process as well. 
The evaluation system should form the basis upon 
which developmental teacher support can be provided. 
The key design elements should support broader 
conversations to address other positions, in particular 
those where a closer articulation to student outcome 
responsibilities should be defined.

Great teacher evaluations should support teacher 
development, and should also provide critical informa-
tion to help improve a variety of district-wide human 
capital systems, including recruiting and staffing models. 
Once the revised evaluation system has been agreed 
upon, the district can proceed to the final two steps in 
the development process: aligning human capital 
practices, such as professional development, to the vision 
for effective teaching created in the previous steps, and 
assigning clear roles and responsibilities for execution. 

The final five steps in DMC’s process address imple-
mentation stages. Perhaps most important is step six, 
where training and communications occur broadly. 
Rollout and change management issues are addressed in 
steps seven and eight, which should be designed with 
focus on the local context. Step nine addresses the 
necessary data infrastructure and analysis to support the 
system. Finally, step ten highlights a need for ongoing 
alignment of human capital activities based on the 
insights generated from the new system. This system is 
designed to be a continuous improvement cycle, and 
should assist the district in becoming a true learning 
organization. DMC offers a variety of tools and services 
to assist districts with this process. 

As districts pursue teacher effectiveness, direct and 
indirect costs should also be part of the discussion. 
DMC believes that pursuing key steps in teacher 
effectiveness reform can mean a lot work, but that it 
can be done quickly and relatively inexpensively. 
Further, DMC encourages districts to consider whether 
systemic improvements may actually result in greater 
fiscal efficiency for the district.

1  Gordon, R., Kane, T. and Staiger, D. Kane “Identifying Effective Teachers 
Using Performance on the Job,” The Hamilton Project white paper 2006-01, 
The Hamilton Project, Washington, DC, 2006.

2  Weisberg D., Sexton S., Mulhern J., and Keeling D. “The Widget Effect: 
Our National Failure to Acknowledge and Act on Teacher Differences,”  
The New Teacher Project, 2009. 

3  “Teacher Evaluation 2.0:  Six design Standards,” The New Teacher Project, 2010.
4  National Center for Teacher Quality TR3 Database.
5  “Primary Sources: America’s Teachers on America’s Schools” A Project of 

Scholastic and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2010.

nicholas p. morgan	is	managing	
director	at	the	district		
management	council.		
he	can	be	reached	at		
nmorgan@dmcouncil.org.
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How to Design a  
Multidimensional Teacher 
Evaluation System
With research showing that most teacher characteristics and qualifications have little 
predictive effect on student achievement outcomes, the national dialogue has shifted 
from teacher quality to teacher effectiveness. Race to the Top and the ESEA Blueprint 
ask states and local districts to establish definitions of teacher effectiveness “that are 
based in significant part on student growth and also include other measures, such  
as classroom observations of practice.” Reform emphasis is now on robust evaluation  
systems that tie quantitative and qualitative measures of effectiveness together.  
Assessing teacher effectiveness along these dimensions requires a multidimensional 
approach that includes both teacher practice and student learning.

DMC has designed a process to guide districts in creating a teacher effectiveness 
program that takes into account the specific needs and constraints of each district. 
The process incorporates the multiple measures and multiple ratings that we at DMC 
believe need to be included to create a powerful evaluation system. The summary tool 
on the following pages outlines the key issues that need to be determined in designing 
a teacher evaluation system for your district. A complete workbook including work-
sheets to guide the discussion and design of individual measures  
and to work through the weighting for each measure is  
available to members at www.dmcouncil.org.

Turn the page for your DMC Toolkit  
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How to Design a Multidimensional Teacher                Evaluation System

Measurement 
Approach Description Pros/Cons Readiness Level Who When

Will you do this? How?  
What are the potential barriers to implementation?

Who needs to be involved?
What will their role be?

By when will this happen?
How frequently?

Classroom  
Observations

Observations of classroom instruction. Observations can take 
a wide range of formats.

Pros:
 Considered by most to be the “gold standard” 

Cons:
 Expensive in time, resources, and manpower
 Announced or plannned observations may not be representative
 Possible problems with variability due to observer’s training or 

other biases
 Potential to be disruptive to the instructional process

 School Principal? 
Other qualified, designated reviewer?

 Scheduled or unscheduled? Short or long?

Analysis/Rating 
of Classroom 
Artifacts

A qualitative professional judgment and scoring of a set of 
classroom artifacts. Classroom artifacts may include the  
following: lesson plans, curriculum units, student work  
samples, audio or video and/or classroom discussion  
transcripts, and more.

Pros:
 Allows asynchronous reflection on teacher’s classroom 
 Provides feedback on specific classroom tactics 
 Less costly than classroom observations

Cons:
 Sample artifacts may not be representative
 May not correlate with student achievement outcomes

 School Principal? Other professionals?

Analysis/Rating  
of Teacher  
Portfolio

A qualitative professional judgment of a teacher portfolio.  

A portfolio may include the following: a summary of teaching 
experience and responsibilities, a reflective statement of teach-
ing philosophy and goals, a discussion of teaching methods 
and strategies, activities undertaken to improve teaching, and  
a statement of goals and plans for the future. 

Pros:
 Encourages self-reflection and long-range planning
 Less costly than classroom observations

Cons:
 Sample artifacts may not be representative
 May not correlate with student achievement outcomes

 School Principal alone? 
School Principal and other professionals?

Teacher Self-
evaluation

The teacher completes a self-scoring rubric that may address 
the following areas: classroom environment, curriculum and 
instruction, planning and scheduling, documentation and  
assessment, interactions with families, and more.

Pros:
 Encourages self-reflection

Cons:
 Possibly uncorrelated with student achievement outcomes

 Teacher. Teacher may choose to supplement their 
own reflections with input from peers, students, or 
families through surveys, etc.

Stakeholder 
Input from  
Standardized 
Surveys (Peers, 
Students, and/
or Parents)

Solicitation of feedback using standardized survey instruments 
on specific dimensions of effective teaching (e.g. professional 
responsibilities or role in the community).

Pros:
 Provides additional voice to evaluation process
 May drive behavior change and encourage a “customer 

service” mindset
Cons:

 May be culturally difficult to adopt

 Peers? Students? Parents?

Achievement or 
“Improvement” 
data: Individual 
Classroom or 
School-wide

Improvement models are used to measure the change in  
test results for a teacher or school by comparing status at  
two points in time—but not for the same students. These 
models implicitly assume that student populations remain 
fundamentally similar over time.  

Pros:
 Accountability data is readily available
 Easier to understand than VAM or Growth models
 Assumes student population characteristics are similar 

enough to compare overall achievement levels
Cons:

 Data does not account for uncontrollable factors 

Growth data:  
Individual  
Classroom or 
School-wide

Growth models track the test scores of the same students from 
one year to the next to determine the extent of their progress. 
Growth models usually do not control for student or school 
background factors, and therefore they do not attempt to ad-
dress which factors are responsible for student growth. 

Pros:
 Data focuses on cohort growth, not static achievement levels

Cons:
 Appropriate data is difficult to assemble
 Data is difficult to understand and use to improve classroom 

effectiveness

Value-added 
Data: Individual 
Classroom or 
School-wide

With most models, the value-added estimate for a school or a 
teacher is the difference between the observed improvement 
of the students and the expected improvement (after taking 
account of differences among students that might be related  
to their academic achievement).

Pros:
 Data is most precise method of measuring collective 

performance effect
 School-wide measurement of improvement can build 

collaboration
Cons:

 Statistical models may be flawed, misused, or misinterpreted

Category of Teacher to Evaluate (e.g. core/tested, non-core, etc.):  ______________________________
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How to Design a Multidimensional Teacher                Evaluation System

Measurement 
Approach Description Pros/Cons Readiness Level Who When

Will you do this? How?  
What are the potential barriers to implementation?

Who needs to be involved?
What will their role be?

By when will this happen?
How frequently?

Classroom  
Observations

Observations of classroom instruction. Observations can take 
a wide range of formats.

Pros:
 Considered by most to be the “gold standard” 

Cons:
 Expensive in time, resources, and manpower
 Announced or plannned observations may not be representative
 Possible problems with variability due to observer’s training or 

other biases
 Potential to be disruptive to the instructional process

 School Principal? 
Other qualified, designated reviewer?

 Scheduled or unscheduled? Short or long?

Analysis/Rating 
of Classroom 
Artifacts

A qualitative professional judgment and scoring of a set of 
classroom artifacts. Classroom artifacts may include the  
following: lesson plans, curriculum units, student work  
samples, audio or video and/or classroom discussion  
transcripts, and more.

Pros:
 Allows asynchronous reflection on teacher’s classroom 
 Provides feedback on specific classroom tactics 
 Less costly than classroom observations

Cons:
 Sample artifacts may not be representative
 May not correlate with student achievement outcomes

 School Principal? Other professionals?

Analysis/Rating  
of Teacher  
Portfolio

A qualitative professional judgment of a teacher portfolio.  

A portfolio may include the following: a summary of teaching 
experience and responsibilities, a reflective statement of teach-
ing philosophy and goals, a discussion of teaching methods 
and strategies, activities undertaken to improve teaching, and  
a statement of goals and plans for the future. 

Pros:
 Encourages self-reflection and long-range planning
 Less costly than classroom observations

Cons:
 Sample artifacts may not be representative
 May not correlate with student achievement outcomes

 School Principal alone? 
School Principal and other professionals?

Teacher Self-
evaluation

The teacher completes a self-scoring rubric that may address 
the following areas: classroom environment, curriculum and 
instruction, planning and scheduling, documentation and  
assessment, interactions with families, and more.

Pros:
 Encourages self-reflection

Cons:
 Possibly uncorrelated with student achievement outcomes

 Teacher. Teacher may choose to supplement their 
own reflections with input from peers, students, or 
families through surveys, etc.

Stakeholder 
Input from  
Standardized 
Surveys (Peers, 
Students, and/
or Parents)

Solicitation of feedback using standardized survey instruments 
on specific dimensions of effective teaching (e.g. professional 
responsibilities or role in the community).

Pros:
 Provides additional voice to evaluation process
 May drive behavior change and encourage a “customer 

service” mindset
Cons:

 May be culturally difficult to adopt

 Peers? Students? Parents?

Achievement or 
“Improvement” 
data: Individual 
Classroom or 
School-wide

Improvement models are used to measure the change in  
test results for a teacher or school by comparing status at  
two points in time—but not for the same students. These 
models implicitly assume that student populations remain 
fundamentally similar over time.  

Pros:
 Accountability data is readily available
 Easier to understand than VAM or Growth models
 Assumes student population characteristics are similar 

enough to compare overall achievement levels
Cons:

 Data does not account for uncontrollable factors 

Growth data:  
Individual  
Classroom or 
School-wide

Growth models track the test scores of the same students from 
one year to the next to determine the extent of their progress. 
Growth models usually do not control for student or school 
background factors, and therefore they do not attempt to ad-
dress which factors are responsible for student growth. 

Pros:
 Data focuses on cohort growth, not static achievement levels

Cons:
 Appropriate data is difficult to assemble
 Data is difficult to understand and use to improve classroom 

effectiveness

Value-added 
Data: Individual 
Classroom or 
School-wide

With most models, the value-added estimate for a school or a 
teacher is the difference between the observed improvement 
of the students and the expected improvement (after taking 
account of differences among students that might be related  
to their academic achievement).

Pros:
 Data is most precise method of measuring collective 

performance effect
 School-wide measurement of improvement can build 

collaboration
Cons:

 Statistical models may be flawed, misused, or misinterpreted

Turn the page for more  

2011
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It is important to consider how much each measurement approach  
(e.g., classroom observations, parent input, classroom growth data) will  
weigh in the total evaluation tool. This worksheet is intended to help you  
summarize these different weights.

Weighting

How many different types of evaluations will you have, considering data availability and  
differences in subject matter taught?

 One for all teachers
 Two (e.g., for tested and non-tested)
 Three (e.g., for tested core, non-tested core, non-core)
 Four or more

How will you weight the quantitative and qualitative elements chosen?  
(e.g., 100% qualitative vs. 100% quantitative vs. 80/20 vs. 20/80 vs. 50/50)

Complete the pie chart below, providing labels and weighting for each measure that will be  
included in your evaluation tool. If there are multiple types of evaluations, fill out a pie chart for each.

What will the sum total of all of this information be used for? (Check all that apply)
 Summative Evaluation  Commendation
 Professional Development  Promotion
 Discipline  Other

Are there potential barriers to the weighting system you have selected?

EXAMPLE: 
Type: Core ELA/Math (3rd-11th grade)

 
Type: 

Classroom 
Observations

50% Value-added  
Data: Individual  

Classroom
35%

Value-added Data: School-wide 5%

Parent Input (surveys) 10%
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DMC held its annual Leadership Development Meeting on November 12th at The 
Langham Hotel in Boston. The oversubscribed event entitled From Teacher Quality 
to Effectiveness: Developing a Systemic Approach included leadership teams from 26 

school districts, representing 14 states and over one million students. Participants had the  
opportunity to meet each other and exchange ideas at a reception held the evening before.  

DMC’s  
Leadership Development Meeting  
From Teacher Quality to Effectiveness: 
Developing a Systemic Approach

DMC’s Fall Leadership Development Meeting John Mirra (left), Assistant Superintendent–Department  
of Human Resources, Virginia Beach City Public Schools 
(VA), and Michael Hairston, President, Fairfax Education 
Association.

Landa McLaurin (left), Executive Director–School Support, 
and Jarrod Bolte, Coordinator–New Teacher Support, both 
of Baltimore City Public Schools (MD).
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From left to right: Susan Lusi,  
Superintendent of Portsmouth School 
Department (RI); Michael Hairston, 
President of Fairfax Education Asso-
cation; Jack Dale, Superintendent of 
Fairfax County Public Schools (VA); 
and Claudia Rodriguez, Executive  
Director- Human Resources, Dallas 
Independent School District (TX).

Tom Moore, Assistant Superintendent 
of West Hartford Public Schools (CT).

DMC’s Court Chilton and John Kim.

The event itself included an overview of the topic of Teacher Effectiveness, and focused on a 
discussion of DMC’s 10 Steps for a New Teacher Evaluation System (Figure 1), a process to help 
districts pursue a more robust and systemic approach to teacher effectiveness. During a working 
group session, participants were divided according to their district teams and began to work  
on an in-depth teacher evaluation toolkit developed by DMC. This workbook helps guide  
discussions and decision-making around which qualitative and quantitative measures to use,  
and how much weight to ascribe to the various measures selected. The day also included a  
case study on Hamilton County Schools of Tennessee—a district that is currently rolling out a 
new teacher evaluation system. The day was full of lively discussion and inquiry into the topic, 
and DMC is excited to continue to work with districts as they strive to enhance their teacher 
effectiveness systems.
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Cathy Thornton (left), Director of Special Education, and Barbara Leeds,  
Director of Human Resources,  both of Joint School District #2 (ID).

Jarrod Bolte (left), Coordinator–New Teacher Support, 
Baltimore City Public Schools (MD), and Colleen Jermain, 
Assistant Superintendent of Portsmouth School  
Department (RI).

Chris Tranberg, Assistant Principal of Simsbury Public 
Schools (CT).

Jarrod Bolte (left), Coordinator–New Teacher Support, 
Baltimore City Public Schools (MD) and Colleen Jermain 
(right), Assistant Superintendent of Portsmouth School 
Department (RI).

FIGURE 1

10 Steps for a New Teacher Evaluation System

1. Change the Discussion & Involve Many Stakeholders 

5. Assign Clear Roles and Responsibilities in Evaluation Process

6. Train Evaluators & Communicate Expectations Broadly

7. Conduct Observations, Evaluations & Individualized Responses

8. Move from Pilot to full Implementation, if applicable

9. Integrate Data to Track Evaluation Insights

10. Refine Human Capital practices based on Emerging Insights

4. Incorporate into Systemic Human Capital practices (e.g. PD)

3. Choose a Multi-Measure Evaluation System, Customized by Position

2. Articulate Vision of Effective Teaching
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MEMBERS ON THE MOVE

Congratulations to Arlene Ackerman,  
2010 winner of the Richard R. Green Award
Arlene Ackerman, Superintendent of the Philadelphia School District and DMC 
Advisory Board Member, is the 2010 winner of the Richard R. Green Award in Urban 
Education. The Green Award, named for the first African American chancellor of 
the New York City public schools, is sponsored by the Council of Great City Schools, 
Aramark, and Voyage-Expanded Learning. It is given each year to a past or present  
superintendent or outstanding school board member from one of the 65 largest 

school systems in the country in recognition of outstanding leadership in urban education.

“Arlene Ackerman is one of the best big-city school superintendents in the country and is most worthy  
of the nation’s highest individual award in urban education,” said Michael Casserly, executive director of 
the Council of Great City Schools. “She is smart, dedicated, innovative, effective, and completely com-
mitted to our urban schoolchildren.” Casserly hailed Ackerman’s Imagine 2014, the five-year blueprint 
for school reform, a success, and commended her strategy of funneling more resources to needier 
schools and expanding school choice. 

INSIDE DMC

Boston Public Schools Launches a Data Dashboard
Boston Public Schools (BPS) just added to its website a beta-version of a real-time accountability 
dashboard. The new dashboard allows users to view district-level performance based on MCAS 
scores, graduation rates, the percentage of students enrolled in college-level courses, and a variety 
of other measures. Later this winter, the data will be available for each of the district’s 135 schools. 
Superintendent Carol Johnson has set ambitious goals for the district with the Acceleration Agenda,  
a five-year strategic plan to transform the Boston Public Schools. The dashboard allows the public  
to view actual academic performance against 
the annual goals the Acceleration Agenda has 
set. With a firm belief that student success 
depends on great schools and a supportive  
community, the Acceleration Agenda calls for 
deepening ties with the district’s constituents; 
the dashboard is part of the effort to improve 
communication and allow the public to track  
the district’s progress.

BPS has launched this data dashboard in  
collaboration with The District Management 
Council. DMC is working with districts to de-
velop performance dashboards for monitoring 
and managing progress toward their goals.

amy m. sutherland	is	is	an	associate	at	the	district	management	council.	
she	can	be	reached	at	asutherland@dmcouncil.org.



The January 2011 Superintendents’ Strategy Summit will chart a process for how districts can use the recession as an 
opportunity to put their strategic plans into action. Using the plans that districts have already created as a foundation, 
participants will address:  

] Tools for value proposition and district dashboards that identify and track key metrics;

] Techniques of scenario planning that predict the future of these metrics;

] Methods of budgeting, decision-making, and communication that translate this information  
 into a targeted approach that connects the strategic plan to ongoing operations.

january 20-21, 2011
westin times square, new york city 

superintendents’  
strategy summit

Strategic Planning: Putting Your Strategic  
Plan Into Action During the Fiscal Crisis 

To register or learn more, visit www.dmcouncil.org/events or call 877-DMC-3500.



Call 877.DMC.3500 or visit http://dmcouncil.org/teacher-effectiveness to receive a FREE copy 
of our Manager’s Toolkit: Guide for Developing a Multidimensional Teacher Evaluation System.

As the national dialogue shifts from teacher quality to teacher effectiveness, 
school districts around the country must tackle the challenge of instituting 
teacher evaluation systems that are explicitly tied to improving student achieve-
ment, and use the resulting data to improve a broad set of district processes. 

To help school districts succeed, The District Management Council (DMC)  
has designed a 10-step process for districts to pursue a more robust teacher 
effectiveness program. 

Contact DMC today at  

877.DMC.3500 
to learn about our  
Teacher Effectiveness  
Consulting Services. 

Strengthen Teacher  
Effectiveness
DMC’s 10-Step Process for Designing & Implementing  
a Teacher Evaluation System


